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The mid-Atlantic region is experiencing a resurgence of oyster production, through both wild 
harvest and, more recently, aquaculture. While a historic, wild catch oyster fishery drove 
economic development of the region, the modern-day oyster industry is less intensive, more 
heavily managed, and is growing due to a growing aquaculture industry. While many Black 
watermen played critical roles in developing the historic wild-caught industry, barriers to 
advancement within the industry and to wealth accumulation in general prevented many from 
experiencing the full array of compensation, benefits, and legacy that the booming industry 
could have provided. Now, the modern-day oyster aquaculture industries in MD, DE, and NJ 
lack racial diversity at the business ownership level. This research analyzes barriers to entry into 
the aquaculture industries of MD, DE, and NJ, the history of Black oystermen, and Food Justice, 
to determine if Food Justice themes could be adopted by industry managers to promote 
socioeconomic diversity within the industry, specifically at the business ownership level. Results 
indicate that Food Justice principles, along with the use of antiracism or equity frameworks, can 
guide industry managers towards diversifying the industry at the business ownership level and 
promoting justice and equity within the industry. This study identified 8 major barriers to entry 
within the aquaculture industries of MD, DE, and NJ; the elimination of these barriers through a 
framework of 5 main Food Justice themes, could pivot the industries towards increased interest 
among a more diverse population of entrepreneurs, and increased interest in oysters among a 
more diverse population of consumers. Moving in this direction could create economic 
opportunities, alleviate nutrition insecurity among consumers, and increase environmental 
restoration efforts in coastal areas. 
 
II. INTRODUCTION 
A. Project Overview 
This project identifies opportunities for the oyster industries of Maryland, Delaware, 
and New Jersey to adopt themes of Food Justice, to advance equitable access to employment, 
business ownership and oyster consumption. The research analyzes barriers to advancement 
among laborers of color in historic oyster industries and identifies barriers to entry within the 
modern, resurgent oyster aquaculture industries in the 3 states studied. Food Justice is 
considered as a potential framework for further industry development, to promote 
socioeconomic diversity among business owners. This research identifies and discusses 
opportunities to incorporate major themes of Food Justice into industry management and 
development practices, to diversify the demographics of the industry, primarily in production, 
with some analysis and discussion of the demographics of oyster consumers and opportunities 
for socioeconomic diversification of consumers.  
This project adds to existing Food Justice literature by focusing on 3 seafood industries 
(oyster industries in DE, MD, and NJ) and adds to oyster industry literature by incorporating 
Food Justice as an industry management, planning and development tool. 
 
B. Food Justice  
1. Background and History 
The land-based Food Justice movement has grown dramatically over the last three 
decades, emerging in large part as a response to the corporate food system (Clendenning et al., 
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2016). Bradely & Herrera (2016) identified a point in 1996 when a group called the Community 
Food Security Coalition was created, representing the start of the modern Food Justice 
movement. Seeing racial inequities in food access, the Coalition brought together activists, 
seeding the movement that we now know as Food Justice. Prior to that though, the Black 
Panther Party was establishing community-based food access programming through launching 
free breakfast programs, seeing a need for “African Americans to do, rather than be done for”, 
transforming roles from consumer to decision-maker and change-maker (Alkon, 2007, p.95). 
While the concept of Food Justice includes ending food insecurity, it is focused on 
systemic, and structural change that will lead to equity in all aspects of the food systems, 
including land and business ownership, production, and processing. Horst et al (2017) discuss 
the importance of Food Justice in recognizing, and striving to break down, systemic disparities 
within the food system at all stages from seed to table, including processing and delivery. The 
need for Food Justice is a result of systemic inequities in access to food and to the production 
streams within the food system.  
Horst et al (2017) notes that communities of color have been 1) disproportionately 
excluded from key positions within the food system, particularly land and business ownership, 
and 2) exploited throughout the system. For example, the loss of farmland in the 1900s 
impacted Black farmers 3 to 4 times more than their white counterparts; Black farmers also 
experienced racial discrimination from lenders and subsidy programs (Alkon, 2007). In fact, 
fifteen thousand Black farmers brought a class action lawsuit to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) due to exclusionary lending practices between the years of 1986 and 1996 
The Pigford v. Glickman case was settled in 1999 (Carpenter, 2012). An internal report noted 
that, though it would be difficult, the USDA must change its practices significantly to move 
towards fair treatment of people internally and externally, stating not doing so would lead to 
the “extinction” of farmers of color, given the discrimination that they had faced when seeking 
loans and support from the department (Civil Rights Action Team, 1997, p.57). Leah Penniman, 
of Soul Fire Farm describes this history (2019, 32:38): 
In 1965, the U.S. Commission of Civil Rights said that the Federal 
Government was the number one driver of Black land loss and would 
have the blood of the extinction of the Black farmer on their hands, 
because we went from 14% of the nation's farms down to 1% of the 
nation's farms. Not because we didn’t know how to farm [or] we didn't 
want to farm, but because there was violence... The good news is that 
these farmers went ahead and sued the federal government, and they 
won the largest civil rights settlement in the history of the United States, 
the Pigford v Glickman case in 1999. It was a $2 billion settlement. By 
then, most of the farmers were in their 90s, the settlement was too small 
to get their land back, but it was a crucial symbolic victory, because it said 
to America, ‘The reason we've been dispossessed of our land is not 
because we lack the skill, or the heart, but literally because you've taken 
away our livelihood.’ 
Alkon (2007) discusses the institutional and systemic racism that prevents food access 
due to divestments in Black communities from “supermarket redlining,” stating, “Not only have 
African Americans been systematically denied the ability to produce food, but they often 
 
9 
cannot purchase what their families once grew” (p. 94).  Witnessing an absence of racial equity 
work in the food system field, activists began to work on root causes of food insecurity: “It is 
precisely the integration of environmental and social goals that the emerging Food Justice 
movement seeks to achieve” (Alkon, 2007, p. 96).  
Because of the work of activists, the USDA has recognized the need to create a more 
just food system. As Bradely & Herrera (2016) discuss, the Community Food Security Coalition 
worked to incorporate the Community Food Security Act into the 1996 Farm Bill, which led to 
USDA’s Community Food Projects grant, supporting almost 300 grassroots projects in just 10 
years (and continuing today). Food injustices at the systemic level have not disappeared, 
however. U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack noted, while serving in the Obama 
administration, that “some folks refer to the USDA as the last plantation…  it’s got a pretty poor 
history when it comes to taking care of folks of color. It’s discriminated against them in 
programming, and it’s made it somewhat more difficult for some people of color to be hired 
and promoted” (Alkon and Agyeman, 2011, p.155). Secretary Vilsack has committed to 
prioritizing racial justice in his second stint in the same role, now under the Biden 
Administration (Reiley, 2021).  
 
2. Defining Food Justice 
Food justice has been defined in various ways by a variety of organizations, encompassing 
aspects of social justice, food security and self-determination in one’s food system. Horst, et al 
(2017) refers to the definition used by the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy due to its 
inclusion of the various impacts that the food system has on disadvantaged groups and its call 
for distributive justice and structural change: “the right of communities everywhere to produce, 
process, distribute, access, and eat good food regardless of race, class, gender, ethnicity, 
citizenship, ability, religion, or community” (p. 279).  Sbicca (2012) states: “The Food Justice 
movement is a budding social movement premised on ideologies that critique the structural 
oppression responsible for many injustices throughout the agrifood system” (p. 455). Alkon and 
Norgaard (2009) state that “Food Justice serves as a theoretical and political bridge between 
scholarship and activism on sustainable agriculture, food insecurity, and environmental justice” 
(p. 289). 
Definitions, descriptions, and themes of Food Justice are further discussed in Results. 
For this project, the following definition of Food Justice was used in all materials and 
interviews: the right of all people to grow, process, sell, distribute, and consume their food of 
choice, and to have the means to do so, such as land ownership, business ownership and access 
to water and other resources.  
 
C. History of Oysters in America 
1. Regional Industries 
Historically, oysters have been an important commercially harvested species across the 
globe. Mackenzie (1996) notes that two of the U.S.’s native oyster species, Crassostrea virginica 
(on the East Coast) and Ostreola conchaphila (on the West Coast) were of significant economic 
value and a significant food source prior to colonization and through the 1800’s; a non-native 
species, C. gigas, was brought from Japanese waters in the beginning of the 20th Century and 
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established populations in the Pacific that are now the foundation of the Pacific Coast oyster 
industry.  
The primary oyster-producing regions in the U.S. and Canada have been Bedeque Bay (in 
Prince Edward Island), New Haven Harbor (in Connecticut), Delaware Bay (Delaware and New 
Jersey waters), Chesapeake Bay, (Maryland and Virginia waters) the James River (in Virginia), 
Apalachicola Bay (in Florida), Louisiana’s estuaries, and Puget Sound and Willapa Bay in 
Washington State (Mackenzie, 1996). As of 1996, the industries in Bedeque Bay, Apalachicola 
Bay, Louisiana, and Washington remained strong, with those in New Haven, Delaware Bay, 
Chesapeake Bay, and the James River experiencing declines (Mackenzie, 1996.)  
Massive piles of oyster shells, known as oyster middens, can be found along the banks 
of Delaware Bay and Chesapeake Bay, reflecting their abundance and usage prior to 
colonization (Canzonier, 2004; Ewart, 2013; Jansen, 2018). They continued to be a nutritious, 
highly valued food item once English and Dutch colonizers arrived (Canzoineir, 2004). In the 
18th and 19th Centuries, oysters functioned as a major food source for people from the coast 
of Massachusetts and South to Delaware and Chesapeake Bays (Mackenzie, 1996). The dredge, 
introduced in 1808 (Martin, et al., 1998) was being used in Delaware Bay, Chesapeake Bay, and 
in the Gulf Coast (Mackenzie, 1996), boosting production and increasing harvests. As a result, 
shucking and packing houses were established, some believe first in New Haven, CT in the 
1820s or 30s (Mackenzie, 1996). Canning in tin-plated cans, replacing glass containers, began in 
the 1840s in Baltimore and facilitated storage and transportation; meanwhile, the development 
of the Railroad from the 1840s through the 1860s helped fulfill a rising demand for oysters on 
the coasts (Mackenzie, 1996). The industry was booming along the East Coast.  
The Correspondence of The N.Y. Tribune (1857) explored the New Haven oyster 
industry, explaining that tens of thousands of bushels of Chesapeake Bay oysters would be 
shipped up to Fairhaven (a New Haven neighborhood) to either be planted in the water or 
prepared for market. The article described hundreds of people working in the New Haven 
industry, opening, washing, packing and preparing oysters for market, referring to laborers as 
“females and boys, who earn from $5 to $9 per week” (Correspondence of The N.Y. Tribune, 
1857, p.6). Oysters were described as “… one of the greatest delicacies of the world” that might 
be "’gulped down’ by some appreciative genius on the plains of Kansas, or still farther from its 
starting point” (Correspondence of The N.Y. Tribune, 1857, p.6). 
Annapolis, MD, was experiencing the booming oyster industry by 1873, with the 
Republican State Capital Advertiser announcing that 11 oyster packing sites were in operation 
(Mullins, 1999). By 1879, U.S. oyster harvests were around 23 million bushels per year and the 
industry was valued about $13.5M (Ingersoll, 1908). The New Jersey oyster industry had about 
60,000 people working in it in the late 1800s (Hall, 2017). Blount (2000) illustrates growth of 
Georgia’s oyster industry, as the establishment of canneries boosted demand, stating that GA 
produced 490,000 pounds of oysters in 1880 and 8.5 million pounds by 1902, thanks to growing 
demand in Northern, Midwestern and Western states. In Georgia, there were just 3 packing 
houses in the last decade of the 1800s; that number doubled to six by 1902, and dealers would 
unload directly at packing houses built on wharves (Blount, 2000). By the 1900’s, oysters had 




2. Industry Labor 
People of African descent were a significant component of the labor force in oyster 
industries as commercialization of the industries expanded. Blount (2000) discusses Georgia’s 
fishing industry overall as being born from people of African descent who were brought to 
Georgia as unpaid enslaved laborers starting in 1751. Settlers from England in the region 
wouldn’t have had much experience in fishing or hunting, whereas people who were brought 
from Africa and enslaved had abundant experience in these fields (Blount, 2000). In some cases, 
plantation owners encouraged people who were enslaved to fish; they utilized the waters for 
sustenance and conducted some “informal trade” (Blount, 2000, p.292). Most oystermen in 
Georgia were Black and worked the industry in the winter, on their own boats (Blount, 2000). 
However, Black oystermen in Georgia were eventually marginalized within the growing industry 
(Blount, 2000). People of European descent came to the Georgia coast with the capital needed 
to purchase, build, and launch boats, buildings, and companies, transforming the industry 
towards commercialization (Blount, 2000). As canning began and grew, job opportunities 
expanded with a growing need for harvesters and canners, but the expanding availability of 
jobs were in lower wage positions; once instrumental to the industry, having played a part in 
harvesting, selling, and marketing, Black watermen were now pushed to the perimeters of the 
industry as lower-paid workers (Blount, 2000). A similar trajectory of opportunity limited by 
marginalization played out in the mid-Atlantic region in the Chesapeake and Delaware Bays 
during colonization and throughout the time of slavery (Chiarappa, 2018b).  
Perhaps a sense of liberation that would have been impossible to achieve via land-based 
work was found in oystering and other fishing industries, through being out on the water and 
sailing vessels (Mitchell, 2009). However, full liberation and economic mobility within the 
industry would have been nearly impossible for Black oystermen. Black oystermen took on “the 
daily work burden on boats, on the docks, and in the shucking houses” (Chiarappa, 2018b, 
p.82). Black oystermen were crucial to the industry- harvesting, shucking, and marketing 
oysters, and were sometimes paid with product rather than money, reselling what made sense 
to do so (Mullins, 1999). Often, laborers would move between the Delaware Bay and 
Chesapeake Bay regions, as individuals moved with the demands of the growing industries or 
the seasons, developing transient lifestyles (Chiarappa, 2018b).  
 
3. Connecting Urban Centers to the Marine Environment 
The late 1800s was referred to as a “great oyster craze” (p. 2) in America, as Parks 
(1985) notes, with “oyster parlors, oyster cellars, oyster saloons, and oyster bars, houses, stalls, 
and lunchrooms'' (p.26) being popular in cities like Baltimore and New York. Development of 
the industry advanced thanks in part to the creation of railroad lines, including along the 
Delaware Bay shore in New Jersey. This attracted investment and positioned urban centers like 
Philadelphia as distribution hubs, increasing the geographic reach of oysters, thereby boosting 
demand for oyster producers (Chiarappa, 2018b). Ingersoll (1881, as cited in Mackenzie, 1996) 
described that New York City was home to 850 eateries and vendors featuring oysters and that 
as the 20th Century began, oyster consumption rates there were reaching 500,000 bushels per 
season, with individuals averaging two oyster meals per week. Upscale restaurants began 
adding value to the inexpensive protein, for example through oyster stews (Mackenzie, 1996). 
Freeman (as cited in Mackenzie, 1996) described Baltimore street peddlers selling shucked 
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meats through much of the 1900s. In 1917 New Orleans, people devoured 750,00 bushels of 
oysters each year (Mackenzie, 1996) and Philadelphia was a place where “Oysters” was a 
common window sign among eateries in the 1920s (McCarthy, 1923, as cited in Mackenzie, 
1996).  
Subsequently, the role of laborer in the industry wasn’t limited to oyster harvesting and 
processing but extended into the urban centers and to preparing oysters for end consumers, 
bridging coastal communities to cities as demand continued to rise; urban centers developed 
connections to the bays through product distribution and through the influx of skilled, 
knowledgeable labor working in culinary and vending roles (Chiarappa, 2018b). Chiarappa 
(2018b) illustrates “the role of African Americans in a working landscape that moved marine 
resources through the food chain” (p. 65). For example, the Chesapeake Bay industry led to 
laborers entering Baltimore, as Mackenzie describes the city as having “plentiful labor” (1996, 
Oyster Canning and Container Development). This was mirrored from Delaware Bay to 
Philadelphia, as Chiarappa (2018b) describes that “oyster shuckers roved between the shucking 
houses of the Delaware Bay to the oyster restaurants of Philadelphia” (p. 68). The Black labor 
force informed the development of the region: “Within Philadelphia’s metropolitan orbit, 
African Americans long participated in the transformation of the region defined by the 
Delaware Estuary and the use of its marine resources” (Chiarappa, 2018b, p.66). 
The story of Beryl Whittington, who worked in the oyster industry in both the 
Chesapeake and Delaware regions illustrates the important roles and movement of Black 
laborers within the industry (Chiarappa, 2018b). Whittington’s parents worked in the shucking 
houses of Port Norris seasonally, coming up from Maryland every year. In 1935, Whittington 
began working in the shucking houses “as a boy” and he remained in the Point Norris area for a 
few years in the 1940s (Chiarappa, 2018b, p.82). Having built skills and experience there, he 
went to Philadelphia to shuck at eateries: “he remarked: ‘. . . In Philadelphia, there were a 
couple of weeks or two when I was tending dock that I heard a boy say hey, you want to open 
up some oysters on the raw bar . . . we could shuck a hundred in no time and make pretty good 
money on the raw bar’” (Chiarappa, 2018b, p. 84). Not only were products and laborers moving 
between regions, and from coastal areas to urban centers, environmental awareness within the 
cities would also grow with the influx of oystermen (Chiarappa, 2018b). Chiarappa (2018b) 
illustrates the knowledge that accompanied oystermen during their journey from the 
Chesapeake into towns: “From these locations, environmentally-informed networks were 
further forged with populations lining the Delaware Estuary as far north as Philadelphia” (p. 
75).   
During a time of enslavement, oppression, and exploitation of Black people in America, 
the oyster industry may have provided a sense of autonomy out on boats (away from land-
based restrictions) (Foy, 2008), opportunities to build knowledge, skills, and experience, and 
opportunities for revenue. Wiley Bates, born into slavery in 1859, shucked oysters and waited 
tables to eventually open a grocery store in Annapolis in 1879 (Mullins, 1999). Thomas Downing 
was a Black man who was born free and became an oysterman; originally from Chincoteague 
Island, he moved to New York and established a popular oyster restaurant (Mitchell, 2009). As 
Mitchell (2009) explains: “Downing's restaurant was popular with the political and financial 
elite who enjoyed his fried and raw oysters” (p. 30). In fact, Black oysterers and farmers 
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established the community of Sandy Ground in Staten Island, having fled the Eastern Shore of 
Maryland in the middle of the 19th Century seeking less racial violence (Mitchell, 2009). 
 
4. Industry Decline 
The industry began to see steep decline in the early 1900s. Intensive harvesting 
eventually led to reductions in population size (Dance, 2019). Consumer demand began to drop 
due to heightened awareness of food sanitation concerns; however, the costs of production 
had increased, resulting in failing businesses, mergers, and low wages for laborers throughout 
the industry (Mackenzie, 1996). 
The industry experienced further decline with the start of prohibition, saloons closing, 
and people seeking higher paying jobs in other industries (Mackenzie, 1996). In the 1940s and 
50s, diseases decimated oyster populations in the Gulf of Mexico, the mid-Atlantic and other 
areas; by the time it was identified in Chesapeake Bay in 1950, it was too late (Mackenzie, 
1996). MSX (Haplosporidium nelsoni) began to cause die offs in Delaware Bay in the late 1950s, 
with Dermo (Perkinsus marinus) adding to destruction in the 1990s (Mackenzie, 1996). Later, in 
the 1990s, pollution brought more harm to oyster populations and the industry and product 
demand on the East Coast plummeted (Mackenzie, 1996). While harvests continued to rapidly 
decline, production costs further increased, resulting in a product costing “9 times more than 
chicken” (Background) by 1994, available only to a higher socio-economic population 
(Mackenzie, 1996). 4,300 people were employed by the industry in the 1990s, producing 40 
million pounds of meat per year, a quarter of annual harvests from the industry’s peak years of 
1880s - 1910 (Mackenzie, 1996).  
 
 
D. Today’s Industry 
By 2009, the number of oysters populating Chesapeake Bay waters, was down to 0.3 
percent of the population that existed during the 19th Century (Wilberg et al, 2011). There is 
now a resurgence of oyster harvesting and processing in the mid-Atlantic, and wild populations 
have shown some signs of increasing abundance since the early 1990s (Maryland Department 
of Natural Resources Fishing and Boating Services, 2020). Regulations, management, and 
production methods differ from the historic industries, especially with the introduction of new 
aquaculture methods.  
 
1. Mid-Atlantic Industries 
a) Modern Day Industry Development 
Though different from historic oyster harvesting management and methods, the oyster 
industry remains significant to coastal economies, creating millions of dollars of economic 
activity in the region, with farmed oysters in Virginia alone at almost $20M per year (Viviano, 
2020). In the first decade of the 21st Century, lawmakers in Maryland began to advance 
legislation to facilitate growth of private oyster aquaculture; new laws were passed to 
encourage oyster aquaculture in the state and in 2010, the state began utilizing a new process 
to lease areas of the Bay and tributaries to private aquaculturists while maintaining established 
and productive oysters grounds for the public fishery (Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources, 2019). Wild oyster harvests were declining, from about 416,000 bushels in the 2013-
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2014 season (Tarnowski, 2015) to about 182,000 bushels in 2017-201 (Tarnowski, n.d.). At the 
same time, the numbers of farmed oysters harvested in Maryland waters grew from just over 
3,000 bushels in 2012 to nearly 75,000 bushels harvested from MD aquaculture leases in 2017 
(Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). The Maryland shellfish aquaculture 
industry contributed an economic impact of $8.1 million in 2018 (van Senten et al, 2019).   
The Delaware Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control’s (DNREC) 
Division of Fish and Wildlife manages the state’s oyster industry within two main geographies: 
Delaware Bay and the Inland Bays. DNREC began planning for aquaculture in the Inland Bays in 
2012 with the development of the Inland Bays Shellfish Aquaculture Tiger Team (Delaware 
Center for the Inland Bays, 2013). At the end of 2017, the first lease for aquaculture in DE’s 
Inland Bays was issued, with oysters being harvested the following year (Delaware Division of 
Fish & Wildlife, 2020). By the end of 2019, DE had leased 51 acres in the Inland Bays to 11 
leaseholders; 1 leaseholder was conducting scientific research only. Leaseholders reported 
planting almost 1.5 million oysters in 2019 (Delaware Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2020).   
Oyster aquaculture has been increasing in New Jersey, both in Delaware Bay and on the 
Atlantic Coast, since 1997, primarily through using oyster seed that is raised in hatcheries for its 
disease resistance (Calvo, 2018). Development of the modern industry required creating and 
implementing strategies, including in marketing, consumer education, and planting cultch; in 
fact, during about a 5-year span, the amount of clutch distributed into Delaware Bay for oyster 
recruitment exceeded 2 million bushels (Hall, 2017). A partnership between the Haskin Shellfish 
Laboratory, Rutgers University and New Jersey Sea Grant Consortium led to the development of 
a shellfish aquaculture survey in 2012, which is administered annually; in 2016 New Jersey 
oyster aquaculture farmers grew over 2 million oysters, which was about a 33% increase from 
2012 (Calvo, 2018). While the industry continues to develop, challenges have included the 
threat of disease and conservation efforts regarding the migratory red knot bird in the 
Delaware Bay, which feeds on horseshoe crabs, whose spawning sites are the wetlands on 
which some aquaculture occurs (Hall, 2017). 
 
b) Modern Day Consumption 
Oysters are high in protein, with multiple minerals and vitamins, according to Delaware 
Sea Grant (2020). Oysters provide omega-3 fatty acids, key for a healthy diet. Shellfish are a 
high nutrition seafood item without the high levels of mercury found in some higher food chain 
fish (Mozaffarian & Rimm, 2020). Because they are rich in nutrients and provide a variety of 
ecosystem services, increased access to and consumption of oysters would benefit populations 
facing food insecurity and nutrition insecurity, while benefiting the coastal environment. 
Unfortunately, current consumption of oysters is well below historical levels.  
Oyster consumption saw a 48% decline between 1971 and 1991, primarily because of 
contamination worries among the public; during that same time frame, usage of the product 
fell from 15 different methods to about 6 by 1991, with an increase in consumption of raw 
product during the same time frame (Lipton and Kirkley, 1992). Consumption of farmed oysters 
has been growing since the modern aquaculture resurgence, increasing almost 7 times for 
Maryland aquaculture growers from 2012 to 2013 and reaching 74,000 bushels in 2017 




2. Impact of COVID-19 
The oyster industry is of particular importance now, since the COVID-19 pandemic has 
resulted in significant decrease in revenue for oyster farmers, given the closure of restaurants. 
The benefits of boosting oyster consumption and promoting production by small-scale 
producers are threefold: strengthening the economy; promoting healthy ecosystems; and 
providing healthy nutritious food. Furthermore, the pandemic is greatly impacting small 
businesses throughout the country, with a significantly greater impact on Black-owned 
businesses, which experienced almost twice as many closings as overall national rates of 
closure (Kramer & Battisto, 2020). 
 
E. Research Questions 
The mid-Atlantic oyster industry has an opportunity to define itself and its role in the 
food system and within the economic development of mid-Atlantic states. It could become a 
reflection of the principles of Food Justice through increasing business ownership among 
people of color and positioning the oyster as an affordable, accessible source of nutrition.  This 
research set out to examine the following questions: 
1. Is there an opportunity for mid-Atlantic oyster industries to adopt principles of Food 
Justice?  How would this impact the industry overall? 
2. Have management practices in mid-Atlantic oyster industries resulted in a lack of 
diversity among oyster producers and business owners?  If so, how can management 
practices become more equitable? 
3. What are the barriers to oyster consumption among the public, particularly in 
Philadelphia and Baltimore? Would innovative consumer engagement tactics boost 
demand and diversify the demographics of end consumers? 
 
III. PROJECT OBJECTIVES AND SIGNIFICANCE 
A. Objectives 
This research was designed to determine if Food Justice themes could be adopted by 
management agencies of MD, DE, and NJ oyster industries, and support agencies, to diversify 
the demographics of the industry and promote equitable business development. Given the 
critical roles that Black watermen played in developing the industries in the Chesapeake Bay 
and Delaware Bay regions, this project seeks to understand whether obstacles existed or still 
exist to career advancement and entrepreneurialism. This study analyzes whether there have 
been, or remain, barriers preventing Black oyster watermen from seeking elevated positions 
within the industry or developing their own businesses. Themes of Food Justice were identified 
and used to develop recommendations for oyster industry management and development in 
MD, DE, and NJ. Recommendations are focused on reducing barriers to entry in the industry to 
promote socioeconomic diversity at the business ownership level, and on boosting consumer 
knowledge of, engagement in, and demand for oyster products and the history of the industry 
in the region. 
 
B. Hypothesis 
My hypothesis is that the socioeconomics of the oyster industry can be diversified at the 
production and consumption levels, through new management, marketing and consumer 
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engagement strategies that are rooted in Food Justice. This would impact mid-Atlantic 
communities by increasing nutritional food security, small business development, and 
ecosystem health in bay areas. I have developed recommendations to diversify the oyster 
industry through 1) identifying Food Justice themes, 2) assessing current management practices 
for barriers to entry and opportunities for change and 3) identifying opportunities for consumer 
engagement strategies that could engage a broader audience. 
 
C. Environmental Benefits of Oysters 
Oysters are a “keystone species” meaning that they directly inform the functionality of 
an ecosystem; if removed from their ecosystem, a significantly different ecosystem might be 
created, replacing the original (Dekevich, 2020, Introduction). Oysters provide ecosystem 
services including habitat creation for a variety of finfish, crustaceans and other marine 
invertebrates, denitrification, removal of excess phytoplankton and improved water clarity 
(Erbland & Ozbay 2008; Cornwell et al 2016; Humphries et al 2016). Oysters are also a source of 
low-carbon food production (Ray et al 2019). 
The water bodies of the Chesapeake Bay and the bays of Delaware depend on oysters 
for healthy ecosystems. The ecosystem services provided by both wild and farmed oysters are 
significant to the health of these regions, including for water filtration and habitat provisioning. 
One oyster can filter as much as 50 gallons of water per day (Waite et al, 2018). Oyster 
aquaculture’s ability to provide habitat for other species of fish and crustaceans is potentially 
more significant than naturally occurring eelgrass beds (Ewart, 2013). Areas planted with 
oysters have been found to provide a greater diversity of macrofauna than nearby areas lacking 
oysters (Rodney & Paynter 2006). Oysters are so effective in denitrification and removing 
excess phytoplankton and nutrients from the water column that the state of Maryland has 
approved oyster aquaculture as a best management plan for controlling nutrients in the state’s 
waters (Cornwell et al 2016). 
 
D. The Importance of Socioeconomic Diversity in the Industry 
The benefits of boosting oyster consumption and production are threefold: 
strengthening the economy through small business development; benefitting bay ecosystems; 
and providing healthy, nutritious food. Increasingly, consumers are interested in the impact 
that their food choices have on the environment and local communities, evidenced by the 
terrestrial local food and Food Justice movements. In fact, research illustrates this growing 
trend: a search on Google Scholar for the term “Food Justice” leads to 0 directly related results 
published prior to 2000. 3,780 results show when searching the years 2011-2015, and almost 
double that amount, over 7,400, appear when searching within 2016 - 2020. Identifying and 
eliminating barriers to the industry and communicating oysters’ cultural and historical 
relevance in the area, nutritional value, and ecosystem services could increase the products 
desirability in the region.  
Oysters are rich in nutrients; broader access would benefit populations facing food 
insecurity and nutrition insecurity, while benefiting the coastal environment. Yet, on the East 
Coast, particularly in the Northern States, oysters have tended to be a high-end product serving 
niche markets (Lipton and Kirkley 1992). While oysters are nutritious, their vast consumption in 
Baltimore and Philadelphia occurs in restaurants. At the same time, food insecurity and lack of 
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nutritious, affordable food in both cities is high. With a lack of convenient access to this 
nutritious food, there is a perception that the mid-Atlantic oyster industry is headed toward 
becoming a high end, niche market like that of New England. The mid-Atlantic oyster industry 
has an opportunity to pivot towards more affordable products reaching local communities, 
benefitting small-scale producers. Given the state of the industry because of COVID-19, there is 
an opportunity to reassess management and customer engagement practices and create a new 
vision for the oyster’s role in the area. 
This project identifies opportunities to diversify the industry, both in production and 
consumption, through identifying barriers to entry, and ways to increase consumer demand, 
affordability and access to oysters among city residents. With rampant food insecurity and deep 
community pride in two large mid-Atlantic cities, an urgent need for oyster farmers to move 
their product through developing new markets, and a spotlight on social justice issues, it is time 
to position the oyster as a beacon of equitable access to good food and economic 
development. The opportunities to engage a new generation of oyster harvesters, farmers, and 
eaters are broad and wide and can be discovered through creative approaches rooted in 
community, trust building, and collaboration.  
 
E. Impact of COVID-19 
As the oyster industry strives to recover from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
analyzing aquaculture industry management and boosting and broadening oyster consumption 
is particularly important. Restaurants have been the primary customers for oyster aquaculture 
business, With many restaurants closing temporarily or permanently, or reducing hours during 
the pandemic, many oyster farmers experienced losses in revenue. As stated earlier, Black-
owned businesses experienced disproportionate rates of closure during the pandemic. 
Furthermore, with climate change threatening the health of coastal environments, sustaining 
and building oyster reefs is essential. The benefits of boosting oyster consumption and 
promoting production by small-scale producers are threefold:  strengthening the economy; 
promoting healthy ecosystems; and providing healthy nutritious food.  
 
F. Advancing the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
In 2015, the United Nations’ (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was 
adopted by UN Member States, based on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.). The 17 SDGs strive to eliminate 
poverty, combat climate change and conserve land and water resources by increasing quality of 
and access to health, education and economic mobility (United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.). 
 
1. UN Sustainable Development Goals advanced by this project 
a) Goal 1: No Poverty 
i. 1.4: Equal rights to ownership basic services, technology, and economic 
resources 
b) Goal 2:  Zero Hunger 
i. 2.3: Double the productivity and incomes of small-scale food producers 
c) Goal 4: Quality Education 
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i. 4.4: Increase the number of people with relevant skills for financial success 
d) Goal 5: Gender Equality 
i. 5.A: Give women equal rights to economic resources, property ownership and 
financial services 
e) Goal 8:  Decent Work and Economic Growth 
i. 8.3: Promote policies to support job creation and growing enterprises 
ii. 8.5: Full employment and decent work with equal pay 
iii. 8.6: Reduce the number of youth not in employment, education or training 
f) Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities 
i. 10.3: Ensure equal opportunities and end discriminatory laws, policies, and 
practices and promote appropriate legislation, policies and action. 
g) Goal 13: Climate Action 
i. 13.1: Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity to climate related disasters 
h) Goal 14:  Life Below Water 
i. 14.b: Promote access to marine resources and markets for small scale fishers 
i) Goal 16:  Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 
i. 16.6: Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions 
ii. 16.7: Ensure responsive, Inclusive, and Representative Decision-Making at all 
levels 
(Adapted from United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.) 
 
IV. METHODS 
This project focused on the oyster industries of Maryland, Delaware, and New Jersey. 
Virginia was not included due to time constraints. This research consisted of three objectives: 
● Identifying themes of Food Justice 
● Identifying alignment / misalignment with Food Justice within mid-Atlantic oyster 
industries, including barriers to entry and to business ownership.  
● Identify opportunities to diversify the demographics of oyster producers and consumers 
Data collection was conducted through literature review; web and text mining; video 
review; and semi-structured focused interviews. A Customer Interview Guide was developed 
and intended for use with oyster buyers (e.g., restaurants and distributors) but was not utilized 
due to time constraints. Additionally, a Producer Survey was developed with the intention of 
gleaning data from a larger number of producers but was not utilized due to time constraints. A 
survey regarding oyster consumption was also created and intended to be widely distributed to 
the general population, but time did not allow for its promotion and distribution. The study’s 
intention was to analyze feedback from the public, particularly in Baltimore and Philadelphia, 
regarding oyster preferences, barriers to oyster consumption, perception of their city’s 
maritime history, connection to Chesapeake or Delaware Bay, interest in and knowledge of 
oyster industry history, perceived importance of healthy bay ecosystems, and the importance 
of Food Justice. However, less than 20 surveys were collected, from Bayshore Museum in 
Bivalve, NJ.  
Emerging themes were coded using an Excel spreadsheet during the literature review. 
Transcripts were created during primary data interviews and secondary data videos (pre-
recorded interviews, presentations, and discussions). Transcripts were reviewed using Atlas.ti 
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and content themes were coded as they emerged. Content and codes were then analyzed and 
grouped into major themes and subthemes using Atlas.ti’s built in data analytics tools. 
This research used a deductive approach. The data collected and analyzed led to the 
identification of barriers to entry in the industry and the development of a set of 
recommendations for the industries that, if adopted, might better align the industry with the 
key themes within Food Justice.  
 
A. Literature Review 
The literature reviewed for this project included: 
● 22 articles, books, reports, websites, and other documents pertaining to food 
systems and Food Justice; 
● 61 articles, books, and reports, websites, and other documents pertaining to the 
oyster industry; and  
● 3 articles pertaining to inequitable wealth accumulation based on race. 
 Searches were conducted primarily online, with Google Scholar and the University of 
New England’s Library Services. Web mining complimented the Literature Review. Resources 
about Food Justice from 2017 through present were included. Resources about the oyster 
industry dated back to 1857. Exclusion of resources, in addition to seeking current resources 
about Food Justice, was primarily based on level of relevancy to this research and the amount 
of time available for research.  
 
B. Interviews 
Interviews were conducted with three groups of individuals: Food Justice Experts, 
Oyster Producers, and Industry Experts. Interview guides were used in all interviews. Some 
individuals had knowledge or experience in more than one interview area or played more than 
one role in the industry. In those cases, questions were pulled from other interview guides and 
incorporated into the interview discussion. See appendix: 
● Food Justice Expert (FJE) interview guide 
● Oyster Producer (P) interview guide 
● Industry Expert (IE) interview guide 
Interviewees were recruited primarily through existing relationships, starting with 
project advisors who had relationships with Producers and Industry Experts. Each interviewee 
was sent an email with a Project Description PDF attached, discussing the project, potential 
risks, and contact information. Trust building was facilitated by the snowballing process which 
occurred through existing relationships. 
Recruitment materials, and interview tools were field tested with advisors after IRB 
approval and then revised for clarity. The research and process were also informed by 
stakeholder and participant feedback and modified as the study was implemented. For 
example, the study description was modified as I gained clarity on the final geographic focus of 
my research.  It was changed from “Chesapeake Bay and Delaware Bay” to “Chesapeake Bay 
and the Bays of Delaware” to “Maryland, Virginia, Delaware, and New Jersey” and finally, 
verbally clarified to “Maryland, Delaware and New Jersey” during the last few interviews. 
Additionally, the interview guide was updated regularly to better align with a natural flow of 
conversation or for clarity in terminology, based on interview experience. For example, the 
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placement of personal demographic data questions was moved to the top of the interview 
guide once I realized that a) it was easier to capture this information immediately after getting 
consent to participate and b) requesting information about personal race and gender early 
seemed to ease the discussion of industry demographics later in the interview.  
Interviews were semi-structured, focused interviews with probe questions. Qualitative 
data included oyster farmers’ perceptions about the industry, Food Justice, industry 
management, customer markets, and new consumer engagement opportunities. Quantitative 
data included demographics, oyster sales, customer types, poundage of landings, and acreage 
farmed or harvested.  
Most interviews were conducted on, recorded by, and transcribed by zoom; 1 was 
conducted on a cell phone, via speaker phone, and recorded with a handheld recording 
device.  All recordings and transcriptions were stored on a USB thumb drive. An interview code 
key was developed, and interviews were analyzed. Field notes were taken during interviews.   
Interviews Conducted: 
● 13 Producers 
o 7 from MD; 1 was also interviewed as an Industry Expert and Food 
Justice Expert 
o 4 from DE 
o 2 from NJ; also interviewed as Industry Experts. 
● 12 Industry Experts.  
o 6 from NJ 
▪ 1 historian 
▪ 1 individual with a family history in oystering 
o 2 from DE 
o 3 from MD; 1 currently works in the DC area 
o 1 is a historian in Philadelphia, PA 
● 3 Food Justice Experts (FJE).  
o 1 is doing oyster-related work in the mid-Atlantic region and was 
asked Industry Expert questions 
o 1 is a published author and adjunct professor, focusing primarily on 
the urban agriculture sector. 
o 1 is a Food Justice employee at an organization focusing on seafood. 
 
C. Identifying Themes of Food Justice 
To identify Food Justice themes, I coded content from interviews, literature, and videos 
by themes that emerged during review. Food justice questions were asked during all interviews, 
with all three interview groups (Food Justice Experts, Producers, and Industry Experts).  
To supplement primary data collection on Food Justice, I utilized publicly available video 
recordings (interviews, presentations, and discussions) sourced on Youtube. It is critical that 
Food Justice be described and defined by the communities most negatively impacted by the 
food system and by Food Justice activists themselves. At the same time, Food Justice is a topic 
that is growing in popularity within academia and research, and I recognize that many activists 
and practitioners may experience “research fatigue” and rightly so: Academic research can 
extract information without immediately providing support to the work on the ground. While I 
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did reach out to a small number of Food Justice Experts to request interviews, I was able to 
utilize already existing firsthand content to capture and convey the voices of leading activists 
without taking more of their time for my own graduate thesis project.  
Food Justice Experts were identified through my own knowledge of the field and 
through utilizing snowballing and web mining. 6 videos of recorded interviews, presentations, 
and discussions were reviewed after conducting searches for videos about Food Justice or 
featuring Food Justice Experts that were pre-identified: 
● Leah Penniman, Food Sovereignty Activist; Co-Director and Program Manager, Soul Fire 
Farm: Presentation at the Harvard Divinity School, Sept. 17, 2019 
● Ladonna Redmond, Community Activist; Community Engagement Manager, Seward 
Community Co-op: TEDxManhattan 2013 talk, Mar. 4, 2013 
● Karen Washington, Food Justice Advocate; Co-Owner, Rise and Root Farm; Co-Founder, 
Black Urban Growers 
o Interview on The Brian Lehrer Show, April 1, 2021 
o Presentation at the Harvard Law School, Feb. 22, 2018 
● University of California Los Angeles’s (UCLA) Semel Healthy Campus Initiative’s Health 
Equity Seminar: Food for All- Towards Food Justice in a Time of Food Apartheid, Jan. 19, 
2021 
o Karen Washington 
o Roy Choi, Chef and Street Food Advocate; Co-Host, “The Chef Show” 
o Goetz Wolff, Lecturer of Urban Planning, Luskin School of Public Affairs, UCLA 
o May Wang, DrPH, Professor, Department of Community Health Sciences, Fielding 
School of Public Health, UCLA 
● The Laura Flanders’ Show (Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Working Group (NESAWG) 
coverage), Dec. 4, 2018 
o Kitrina Baxter, Organizer, Soil Generation 
o Niaz Dorry (AT THE TIME), Executive Director, National Family Farm Coalition 
o Sonia Galiber, Organizer, Soil Generation 
o Malaika Gilpin, Co-Director, One Art Community Center 
o Charlyn Griffith, Artist, Wholistic Art and Soil Generation 
o Jenna Hansroth, President, Morgan County Association of Food and Farms 
o Tracy Lerman, Executive Director, NESAWG 
o Chris Newsome, Farm Manager, Sankofa Community Farm 
o Lean Penniman 
o Vanessa Polanco, Research Assistant, Michigan State University 
o Owen Taylor, Truelove Seeds 
 
D. Identifying Barriers to Entry in Mid-Atlantic Oyster Aquaculture 
To begin to determine areas of existing alignment with Food Justice and areas of 
opportunities for alignment within the industry, I gleaned and analyzed data about: the history 
of the oyster industry in the mid-Atlantic, current industry management practices, and industry 
statistics. I reviewed journal articles, reports, and other documents pertaining to the history of 
the oyster industry and to current industry management and development. Information from 




E. Developing Recommendations 
Themes of Food Justice were identified through a review of literature and through 
interviews with experts in the field. Barriers to Entry in the oyster industries of MD, DE, and NJ 
were identified. The history of the oyster industry and historic barriers to wealth accumulation 
faced by communities of color informed barriers to entry and provided context during analysis: 
the early, historic oyster industry existed within a bigger system of slavery, oppression and 
exploitation, the repercussions of which are still evident today in disproportionate rates of 
wealth and wellbeing based on race. Opportunities for adapting Food Justice themes in the 
oyster industry were identified. Recommendations were formulated based on Food Justice 
themes, targeting the elimination of barriers to entry; these include solutions to increase 
product demand, affordability and access or key opportunities for the industry to eliminate 
barriers to entry or business ownership. Recommendations were explored and tested with 
advisors prior to finalization. A systems map was created as a visual representation of the 
relationships between systems of oppression, the historic oyster industry, current barriers to 
entry in the aquaculture industry, and opportunities and potential impacts of incorporating 
Food Justice themes into management practices.   
 
V. RESULTS 
A. Food Justice: Secondary and Primary data results 
1. Defining and Describing Food Justice 
As discussed in the Introduction, many definitions of Food Justice are presented 
throughout the literature, speaking of structural change in all aspects of the food system. Food 
Justice requires an analysis of historic and structural racism and classism (Sbicca, 2012). One 
Food Justice Expert (FJ 18) interviewed noted its distinction from Food Security, reflecting on 
their origins and describing how Food Justice is about more than just food access or the 
structure of the food system:  
The predecessor to the Food Justice movement in a lot of ways was 
the Community Food Security movement, and of course the 
predecessor to that, which still exists, is the kind of apolitical anti-
hunger movement. But even the Community Food Security 
movement was focused on… food security… so workers were not 
inherently... a part of that discourse... Workers in the food system in 
urban settings, like restaurants and… farms workers- not included in 
that- or even ...some of the political reasons and the social reasons... 
like racism, that we have an inequitable food system. So those I see 
are the things that the Food Justice movement is working on.  
 
During interviews with Food Justice Experts and Industry Experts, Food Justice was 
described as: 
● “It's a both an academic field… and a social movement, and… 
a key thing that sets it apart from the mainstream alternative 
agriculture or sustainable food movement is that it's focused 
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on the social and political structures that lead to inequitable 
food systems” (18) 
● “If you’re doing real Food Justice, we're talking about... land 
back to the indigenous… justice for Black folks in the US... 
healing these ties that have been severed by colonialism... and 
then you build that community, you build that trust and… so… 
what Food Justice means is… being able to build those 
connections, being able to talk about… what food really is… all 
the culture attached to it and everything.” (604) 
● “Giving people the access and the resources that they need to 
have sustainable food choices.” (15) 
As mentioned in the introduction, this study defines Food Justice as the right of all 
people to grow, process, sell, distribute, and consume their food of choice, and to have the 
means to do so, such as land ownership, business ownership and access to water and other 
resources. This statement was used in interviews and correspondence about the project. 
 
2. Themes of Food Justice: Transforming the Food System 
Cadieux & Slocum (2015) identified 4 distinct domains within which Food Justice is 
practiced as: 1) “acknowledging and confronting historical, collective social trauma and 
persistent race, gender, and class inequalities” 2) creating new systems of exchange that 
develop community control and “communal reliance” 3) developing systems and policies for 
the control of, usage of, sharing of, ownership of, and management of “land, and ecologies in 
general” that are not market-based or extraction-based approaches; and 4) fair wage and labor 
practices (p.13). The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (2013) crafted “Principles of Food 
Justice,” developed with input from advocates through discussions about the following areas of 
Food Justice: “Historical Trauma; Local Foods, Community Development and Public Investment; 
Hunger Relief, Health Disparities and the Industrial Food System; Land; Labor and Immigration; 
and Toxic-Free and Climate-Just Food System” (pp. 1-3). 
The themes and subthemes that I’ve identified through analyzing peer-reviewed journal 
articles, conducting interviews, and transcribing online presentations and discussions by Food 
Justice Experts are described in this section. The major themes I have identified and discuss are: 
● Seeking transformative, systemic change (Foundational Theme) 
● Antiracist, Anti-Exploitation, and Equity-based 
● Community Determination of a Just Food System 
● The Right to Food and to the Food System  
● Valuing People, Culture, Community, and Environment 
 
a) Foundational Theme: Seeking Transformative, Systemic Change 
The overarching theme that was present in the literature and interviews is the need to 
make transformative, systemic change. Food justice seeks to transform all aspects of the food 
system from production to distribution to consumption, and to disposal. Understanding the 
need to analyze systems and to create systemic change is foundational for any Food Justice 
initiative. This was identified in 11 articles, 5 online presentations and discussions, and in 2 
interviews with Food Justice Experts.  
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As Reynolds (2015) states: “there is a distinction between alleviating symptoms of 
injustice (such as disparate access to food or environmental amenities) and disrupting 
structures that underlie them” (p. 240). This includes a need to recognize and dismantle 
structural inequities, analyze power dynamics, and promote the empowerment of individuals 
and communities.  
Speakers in HealthyUCLA’s “HCI Health Equity Seminar: Food for All - Towards Food 
Justice in a Time of Food Apartheid” (HealthyUCLA; 2021) discuss the term “Food Apartheid” 
coined by Karen Washington, farmer, Food Justice advocate, board member of the New York 
Botanical Gardens, and Board President of Green Worker Cooperatives. During the seminar, 
Washington explains that the term food desert (sometimes used to describe communities that 
lack access to healthy food) did not make sense to her, that it was “an outsider term” (16:44) so 
she coined the term Food Apartheid because: 
I wanted people… to have a further conversation breaking down the 
food system in such a way that we talk about race, that we talk 
about income inequality, that we talk about where people live, that 
we talk about resources, that we talk about land grabbing, all the 
things that intersect our food system, and have a concrete 
conversation about what is wrong. The greatest country in the world 
where we are growing our food, we’re wasting our food. That food is 
not getting down to the people that need it the most…. It doesn't 
take rocket science- everybody knows where the junk food goes, and 
everyone knows where the ‘fresh produce’ goes, and so we need to 
have these conversations around why this is happening. And so 
coining Food Apartheid is getting everyone’s attention about having 
conversations around our food system.  (17:09). 
 
During the same seminar, May Wang of UCLA Fielding School of Public Health noted that 
Washington’s work on Food Apartheid “addresses some of the systemic issues in the food 
system that limits access to… the fresh healthy foods” (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 15:35). Roy Choi, 
Chef and street food advocate, reiterated the need to focus on root causes when doing food 
systems work: “if we don't acknowledge that it's on purpose, then we will never get to the root 
of the problem” (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 20:20). Later, Washington states that “the food system 
does not need to be fixed, it needs to change” (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 36:41).  
In a presentation for the Harvard Law Forum (2018), Washington describes Food Justice 
as “transformational, it’s active, it’s not passive (14:50). While giving a talk at the Center for the 
Study of World Religions at Harvard Divinity School, Leah Penniman of Soul Fire Farm describes 
the organization’s work as “trying to change the system, which is not a small thing” (55:47) 
(Harvard Divinity School, 2019). Niaz Dorry, at the time Executive Director of National Family 
Farm Coalition, noted the need to focus on systems change as a part of Food Justice: “to really 
make the systemic changes that we need to make” (Laura Flanders Show, 2018, 15:54).  
In interviews, a Food Justice Expert interviewee stated “There's... the infrastructure 
element...  What is a system that could really support… a new food future?” while another 
described Food Justice as “focused on the social and political structures that lead to inequitable 
food systems.” The focus on systems was underscored by an Oyster Industry Expert who was 
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interviewed, describing the systemic inequities that prevent success among small businesses 
within the mid-Atlantic oyster industry: “major syndicates going up against Mom-and-Pop 
oyster farmers means it's not, it's not a level playing field” (MD 14). 
 
b) Theme: Antiracist, Anti-Exploitation, and Equity-based 
An examination of how race, racial privilege, and exclusionary practices have informed 
the development of our food system is central to Food Justice. As Alkon and Norgaard (2009) 
state, Food Justice “sheds light on how the food system has been shaped by institutionalized 
racism (p. 293)” People of color have experienced barriers to land ownership and exploitation 
as farm and food laborers, with low wages and poor working conditions (Horst, et al, 2017). As 
Ladonna Redmond, a Food Justice activist, explains: “We understand that the importation of 
African slaves and to the United States, the enslavement of the Africans, provided the labor for 
what we now call our industrial food system at the very beginning. Folk were forced to work 
the land and they had no choice in the conversation, they were not paid” (5:00) (TEDx Talks, 
2013). 
Sbicca (2012) describes Food Justice as being built upon anti-oppressive ideology 
through which activists seek to radically transform the food system, stating that Food Justice 
“pursues a liberatory principle focusing on the right of historically disenfranchised communities 
to have healthy, culturally appropriate food, which is also justly and sustainably grown” (p. 
456). Reynolds (2015) discusses that Critical Race Theory (CRT) is used among scholars 
analyzing the food system, noting that racism not only benefits the dominant (white) group, it 
also does not catalyze interest in dismantling it among the people who benefit from it. These 
approaches address and examine the roots of white supremacy, white privilege, and the 
oppression and exploitation of people of color within the food system that have led to 
institutionalized and structural racism.  
Focusing on antiracism, anti-exploitation, and equity was identified in 11 articles, 6 
online presentations and discussions, and in 2 interviews with Food Justice Experts. These 
subthemes are described below. 
 
i. Having an Antiracist Approach 
Efforts to create equitable opportunities must begin with an approach that stems from 
antiracism, anti-exploitation, and equity. Critiquing structural oppression requires 
acknowledging, and then analyzing, race and power, and how these factors have led to 
inequity, exploitation, and oppression. Penniman illustrates how racism in the food system 
shows up throughout some of the other themes of Food Justice described in this paper, and its 
impact:  
Our mission is to end racism and injustice in the food system. It 
concentrates the land, the power, the food into the hands of a few 
and sadly mostly European heritage folks. You know, 95% of the land 
is owned by white people. If you're white, you're four times as likely 
to have a supermarket in your neighborhood, you're less likely to 
have diabetes or heart disease. If you're a farm worker you're not 
protected under the same laws as other workers in America, and so 
we have this institutionalized racism just baked into the system and 
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it's invisible to a lot of us on the day-to-day (The Laura Flanders 
Show, 2018, 21:20). 
 
ii. Acknowledging Harm, History, and Trauma 
“Indeed, without examining the power dynamics engaged by the routes a particular 
cuisine or food product may have taken to one’s table, one risks falling into what bell hooks 
identified as ‘imperialist nostalgia,’” states Arias (2020, p. 30), providing hooks’ description of 
imperialist nostalgia: “reenacting and re-ritualizing in different ways the imperialist, colonizing 
journey as a narrative fantasy of power and desire.” Arias (2020) explains that this can lead to 
“dehumanization and cultural erasure” where, in bell hooks’ words, “cultural, ethnic, and racial 
differences will be continually commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white 
palate…the Other will be eaten, consumed, and forgotten (p. 30)”  
The need to recognize the history and journey of our food system, acknowledging 
trauma and exploitation, is illustrated by Redmond: “Food justice, 2.0 is really about the 
narratives of people of color, and beginning to understand that the story that we tell ourselves 
in the food movement is as important as the stories that we've left out. So for me the Food 
Justice movement tells the story of colonialism and the impact of historical trauma on 
communities of color” (TEDx Talks, 2013, 3:22). Redmond goes on to say “At the core of what I 
believe to be the problems in our community, particularly when we start to talk about the 
accumulation of wealth, or the lack of health, is really the conversation around slavery that has 
not been had in the United States. We have not reconciled the event of slavery or its impact” 
(TEDx Talks, 2013, 5:23). 
As Cadieux & Slocum (2015) describe, efforts to advance Food Justice not only recognize 
harm and trauma, but also acknowledge that its manifestation is dependent on local dynamics, 
particularly of power and privilege. Alkon and Agyeman (2011, Ch. 12) state that ignoring this 
history through romanticizing aspects of the food system “illustrates a lack of cultural 
competency that might be deemed an exclusionary practice” (p. 276) and remind us that “no 
space is race neutral” (p. 267). The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (2013) states that 
“We cannot deliver Food Justice without addressing historical trauma and the way it requires 
an intersectional analysis of our relationship with the land, with each other, with the economy, 
across cultures, and with our food and other consumption choices” (p. 1).  
Penniman describes early U.S. history: colonization, land theft and labor theft. 
Penniman tells us about the Mende and Wolof people who were stolen from Africa, for U.S. 
labor, stating: 
And after I read Judith Carney’s book “Black Rice,” I came to 
understand that there was really nothing random about the 
kidnapping… Northern Europe climate... What’s it like? Cold.  What's 
it like in Cuba, Brazil, Florida, Georgia? Who knows how to farm that 
stuff?  Not Northern Europeans, right, and so they specifically had to 
go snatch up the best agriculturalists for the tropical and semi 
tropical agriculture they were trying to do. They stole the rice 
farmers from the Mende and Wolof people to establish the 
multitrillion-dollar Carolina rice industry… And the slavers developed 
a skill at this, in really robbing the very best farmers from their 
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communities... So, there was deep harm on both sides of the Atlantic 
Ocean (Harvard Divinity School, 2019, 19:42). 
 
Acknowledging harm and trauma can facilitate healing. Food justice in practice develops 
reparative policies to heal historical injustices and current trauma (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). 
Washington (2018) shares a personal journey in healing through farming saying that there was 
a time when farming was not of interest because “I was told, and I was taught, that our 
relationship to food was all about slavery and bondage and sharecropping” (24:22). Washington 
then speaks about a healing process: “it wasn't until I confronted that trauma and that fear by 
going out into the field and putting my hands in that soil, and I found that connection and 
belonging. That my ancestors, who were farmers, who had agriculture going through their veins 
and their DNA, made my connection” (24:59).  
Needing to heal was echoed by Food Justice Experts who were interviewed: “you're 
talking about healing these ties that have been severed by colonialism and then, and then you 
build that community, you build that trust and all that and then dealing with the heavier side of 
it so much easier because you have community” (604). Regarding the Mid-Atlantic oyster 
industry specifically, one Expert noted: “... there have been laws and regulations that have 
prohibited African American Labor on boats on the Chesapeake Bay to deliberately get 
minorities and Black people off of the bay... four out of the five waterman...were Black...and 
now, when you look out there are barely no Black people that operate boats now” (P15). These 
barriers may have led to a decrease in Black business owners over time: there may have been 
personal trauma that came about from the discrimination or overt racism that families faced. 
One interviewee shared that as a child, an interest in oystering wasn’t cultivated within the 
home among the siblings, after the trauma of their dad’s tragic death out on the water. While 
the anecdote isn’t about trauma from racism specifically, it illustrates that trauma associated 
with the field of work can become a barrier to entry: “Mom said, ‘No more going out there in 
that water, no, no, no.’ So we, we didn't dare say, ‘let’s get a boat’… we didn't dare say that 
back when we were kids growing up.”  
An Industry Expert from MD (14) alluded to the act of distancing oneself from the 
difficult work of one’s ancestors: “At one time the African American men and women were the 
backbone of the industry… And I think part of it is… whether the work has become, you know, 
too intense or the fact that, for many people of color it is so akin to their ancestors' work, that 
they are trying to get away from it, particularly when we try to talk about young people coming 
into those kinds of industries.” 
 
iii. Reparations 
The idea of giving back stolen land or repairing harm caused by lost rights or other forms 
of exploitation came up in my interviews and in the recorded talks and presentations. 
Washington (2018) specifically talked about “reparations to make sure I get my 40 acres and a 
mule” (34:25). Penniman (2019) described the fight for early freed Black farmers: “They had 
really wanted land reparations.... There were these 30 Black pastors that met with General 
Sherman back in 1865 and said, all we need is homes and the ground beneath them, so we can 
plant fruit trees…. Give us 40 acres, and we won’t bother you. But, of course, that never 
happened...” (24:25). One Food Justice Expert interviewee stated that “ultimately, the goal is 
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like land back, culture back… our people back” (604). Penniman discusses one of Soul Fire 
Farm’s programs:  
...this reparations map, where Black indigenous folks of color can 
put their farm and Food Justice projects on the map and receive 
land and money in the spirit of reparations from those who have 
inherited it, that stolen land and labor returned. And we've had 
over 20 people get farms or significant capital through that 
project… and we'll make it very easy to make tax deductible 
donations of that stolen land to be returned to indigenous and 
Black communities across the Northeast. (Harvard Divinity School, 
2019, 56:51). 
 
c) Theme: Community Determination of a Just Food System 
Food justice challenges oppressive structures and builds solidarity, through social justice 
and self-determination, to create space for residents to create solutions that will work for the 
community. Throughout the literature review, there was an emphasis on self-determination of 
the food system, programs that prioritize communities’ contexts and circumstances, and as 
Alkon and Norgaard (2009) state “focuses on local food and local economics rather than 
attempts to attract corporate economic development (p. 296)” The Institute for Agriculture and 
Trade Policy’s “Principles of Food Justice” (2013) illustrates the need for community 
determination: 
● “Local and regional food systems can be reclaimed by engaged communities in a 
democratic process” (p. 2);  
● “A social covenant that meets all people’s needs with dignity and participatory decision 
making” (p. 2); and 
● “Decisions about land use are made at the local level/by the people who are most 
affected, through transparent, equitable processes” (p. 3).  
 
Alkon and Agyeman (2011) state that “The Food Justice approach aligns movement 
organizations explicitly with the interests of communities and organizations whose leaders have 
felt marginalized by white-dominated organizations and communities” (p. 158). Bradely & 
Herrera (2016) discuss the fact that much work in Food Justice and its academic research has 
been done by white-led groups, white identifying individuals, or within white systems of 
analysis. In speaking as “indigenous peoples, people of color, allies, and all marginalized and 
oppressed peoples” they note that “Decolonizing Food Justice… must take shape and develop 
from our own perspectives and for our own purposes, and based on our own stories and the 
theories used to explain them” (p. 105). Horst et al (2017) discuss the importance of ensuring 
that a Food Justice approach is based off of the ideologies, needs, and voices of historically 
marginalized communities, while providing economic and social benefits: “Food justice also 
demands that disadvantaged communities benefit as much as or more than privileged people 
from efforts to strengthen local, healthy food systems” (p. 279). This theme was identified in 11 
articles, 5 online presentations and discussions, and in 3 interviews with Food Justice Experts. A 




i. Acknowledge and Invest in the Talent and Leadership of Communities of Color 
With a lack of acknowledgement of exploitation, comes a lack of recognition of the 
talent and leadership infused into our food system by the people working the land and water 
who are indigenous, people of color, oppressed, exploited, or marginalized. As Sbicca (2012) 
states, Food Justice requires a baseline assumption that communities “have the Expertise and 
are capable of helping themselves” (p. 461). The need to engage with and incorporate “diverse 
knowledge systems to grow food, make change, and sustain societies” is listed as an aspect of 
Food Justice by Cadieux & Slocum (2015, p.14). 
The fact that many of our common fishing, harvesting and agriculture practices were 
developed by indigenous people or Black people is not shared widely. As Washington states: 
“It’s not taught in the food movement. When you talk about the food movement today… They 
don’t tell you about George Washington Carver….   That was the father of agriculture here in 
the United States, and yet that's not discussed” (The Harvard Law Forum, 2018, 25:34). 
Penniman provides additional examples.  
Fannie Lou Hamer… started Freedom Farm co-op where she brought 
together sharecroppers who'd been kicked off their ‘land’ that they 
were, you know, living on, because they registered to vote. She 
brought them together, formed a community. They had a livestock 
bank that the Heifer Project kind of copied... Shirley and Charles 
Sherrod started the first ever community land trust in the United 
States. It's called New Communities. They had 6,000 acres in 
Georgia. And the idea with the land trust is, it's communal 
ownership… where we can own land together, but still have the 
ability to own our homes as a family and pass them on (Harvard 
Divinity School, 2019, 54:36). 
 
Without an understanding of and acknowledgement of the talents and skills that exist 
within communities, the programs, policies, and solutions that are developed may be mis-
targeted, offensive, or focused on perceived needs that are misaligned with actual needs and 
realities. Penniman reflects on this when discussing her organization’s support to farmers 
outside of the U.S.: “we don't go and... try to tell them what to do... we just figure out what 
they need and how we can provide the resource, whether it's, you know, expertise, labor, 
money, for them to do it” (59:03). Penniman continues with an example of providing resources 
to a community in Haiti devastated by Hurricane Matthew: “They need an irrigation system, so 
they can plant a second crop, so they can eat. A pump costs like $300. We buy the pump and by 
the end of the day, over 20 farms are irrigated because they all work together” (Harvard 
Divinity School, 2019, 59:24). 
Regarding mid-Atlantic seafood systems, one Industry Expert explained, “One of the 
important justice components is… remaining asset oriented.” This interviewee described why 
that approach, vs one focusing on deficits, was important: “I think a lot of work is like, oh, we 
need to teach people... how to cook and shop ‘right.’ And ‘right’ usually refers to ‘scientific’ 
notions about food that have been generally created by white culture.” The interviewee 
described how their approach is implemented: 
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Our goal is to provide access for people to high quality food and 
on the working assumption that the people that we’re serving, 
our families, our customers know more about the seafood that 
I'm ever going to know... and my job is to give them access to 
realize that. And…we're happy to offer… education, guidance, 
support for those people who aren’t, but the operating 
assumption is that many of our people are extremely 
knowledgeable. And our goal is to give people resources attaching 
to that knowledge. 
 
An Industry Expert (IE17) that was interviewed described finding out that an early Black 
entrepreneur in the oyster industry was from the neighborhood that the interviewee had 
grown up in, and the potential missed opportunities from that lack of knowledge: “literally… his 
family was across the street from where I stayed and I never knew anything about Thomas 
Downing, never knew anything about any of that. You know, to me... that's huge... that might 
have sparked something in me at an early age, who knows.” Another interviewee described 
that though there is a rich history of Black watermen in the region, their legacy and role in 
developing the fishing industries is little known and that it is important to change “that 
narrative of the history.” This interviewee noted that even growing up here, they were unaware 
of that history, describing Black watermen as “the foundation of the seafood on the 
Chesapeake Bay” and saying that “a lot of people don't know that, because a lot of people don't 
think that African Americans… would have any impact on the bay... but they do.” They 
continued, “We have a long and rich history...all up and down the eastern shore of Maryland.” 
They went on, saying that the history of Black watermen and people of color involved in 
seafood “has unfortunately been really whitewashed out of history books... most if not all the 
accounts that we have today were written by white waterman or...white historians...I feel they 
leave out the… restrictions and the setbacks and the discrimination… stuff that's truly 
important to the reason why we don't have that many… Black people… on the bay today.” One 
Industry Expert discussed how opportunities are developed based on networks and 
assumptions about skills and abilities, illustrating the impacts of a deficit-based approach vs. an 
approach rooted in recognizing individual or community assets:  
...when it comes to getting into this… the Chesapeake Bay 
game….  people are working off of their own rolodexes. They’re 
calling who they did the last time. And when the majority [white] 
people mess up, that is one individual. When people of color mess 
up, the whole race ain't no good, none of us can do anything 
quality, none of us can deliver, none of us can turn in the annual 
report, none of us can add the columns up. (MD14) 
 
This Industry Expert also described the disproportionate impact that COVID-19 has had 
on communities of color, reinforcing the need for investments in leaders and communities of 
color: “African American restaurants that may do seafood, crabs and oysters… once the 
restaurants closed down and got shuttered… many of the African American businesses didn't 
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really have the safety nets for many of our businesses… We didn't have a sustaining power and 
then that translated to the workforce.” (MD14) 
Finally, an Industry Expert interviewed spoke of the potential benefits of investing in 
people who have a historical tie to the oyster industry in the region (IE81):  
Just think of what you could do in some of these areas… where 
oyster production was a tradition, and if you could empower the 
local people who actually have some connections to the industry… 
The economic, the ecological benefits of rejuvenated oyster 
grounds, there's just a whole host of benefits... It's going to 
provide multiple benefits to society and to… our environment. 
 
ii. Community Power and Community-Determination 
Centering the voices, needs, values, and beliefs of historically marginalized or 
exploited communities, while building power within those communities, is an aspect of 
Food Justice. Policies and systems that control our national food system strive to 
increase profit rather than social benefits, with little profit or economic benefit to local 
communities (Horst, 2017). Cadieux & Slocum (2015) state that Food Justice efforts 
should strive to create “new exchange mechanisms that build communal reliance 
through cooperation, trust, and sharing economies” (p. 14). Washington (HealthyUCLA, 
2021) states: “change needs to come from a power dynamic shift, from the hands of the 
people that have the power… a handful of people control our food system, back into the 
hands of the people who are impacted the most” (6:17). Wolff (HealthyUCLA, 2021) 
states that: “The power structure essentially shoves some people aside and leaves them 
to survive as best they can” (12:49). Wolff continued, describing that he is hoping to 
“make a difference, so that we don't have that kind of displacement, that neglect, of 
people and families, because they don't have access to power. Ultimately, what we're 
really talking about is who has the power to do things” (13:00). Vanessa Polanco, 
Research Assistant at Michigan State University, described the potential for 
communities of color to leverage power, to have a voice in shaping the food system: 
...we have so much power in the industry, so much labor force 
that we bring into the food system, so I just want some visibility… 
we are an important part of this system, and we want to be part 
of those conversations, we want to be stakeholders, we're not 
just consumer power, we also have decision making power. (The 
Laura Flanders Show, 2018, 13:21).  
Building community-based power and self-determination can ensure that Food 
Justice initiatives are based on real needs of communities. Washington (The Harvard 
Law Forum, 2018) describes that some projects fail in marginalized communities, 
“because with good intention you've never asked the community if that's what they 
want. You've never asked about their concern” (44:30). 
Political power and decision-making power were brought by a Food Justice 
Expert (FJ18). Speaking about urban agriculture, they discussed the fact that some 
people have relationships with elected officials and “have their ear,” and that they can 
influence decision making, whether informing expenditures of discretionary funds or 
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zoning codes that promote or prohibit urban or rooftop farms. They warned that this 
political power may be coupled with a “kind of co-optation of the narrative of what 
urban agriculture is by very well-funded startups and companies” vs being known and 
recognized for its grassroots beginnings, led by people of color. 
Specifically in reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic, Washington (HealthyUCLA, 2021) 
warned of the gentrification that might emerge post-pandemic, noting that economic crises can 
catalyze the displacement of communities of color while creating opportunities for people with 
wealth and resources: “we got to get together to… understand collectively what our power is in 
community and to make sure that outsiders now don't come and start taking advantage of 
what is happening with COVID.... Gentrification… comes in and… starts on the backs of people 
who are now trying really hard to survive” (35:14). In fact, a Producer from DE complained 
about changing demographics during an interview: “...people moved here from Washington DC 
and… so they come here and bought it for nothing... sometimes they make a remark, you know, 
like… ‘you people need to get with the program,’ and I say, ‘you know something,...I didn't need 
you here 60 years ago, we didn't need you, and we don't need you here today.’” (P86) 
With regards to ocean food systems and the mid-Atlantic oyster industry, a Food Justice 
Expert explained that: “having the agency to, yourself, be able to work on it, I think, is the 
important thing, and right now we've had that completely stripped away from us… we can't 
even know where our food comes from” (FJ604). Another Expert interviewed stated their role 
in “trying to make sure that the voice of African Americans are heard… in the halls of our 
legislature to see if we are impacted more severely or impacted differently than the majority 
[white] population” (IE14). In fact, self-determination was specifically mentioned by an Industry 
Expert when speaking about the folks who are involved in the industry: “there's a lot of sort of 
self-determination maybe built into the idea of...somebody going out on a skiff and spending 
that that excruciating time, you know, harvesting...that's a value that I think we… should talk 
about, you know” (IE90). 
 
d) Theme:  The Right to Food and to the Food System  
“I live in a community where I can get a semi-automatic weapon quicker than I can get a 
tomato,” Redmond explains (TEDx Talks, 2013, 2:24). Redmond goes on to say that “it is about 
life and death, and my community is about living or dying. You can die by the gun or die from 
the lack of the proper food” (2:50). As we have seen from the literature, Food Justice includes 
access to good, culturally appropriate food. It also includes fair, equitable access to the systems 
of food production and distribution as a means of economic viability and obtaining fair 
employment, with safe working conditions.  
Bradely and Herrera (2016) discuss the origins of Food Justice, including fighting against 
exploitative and racist food systems and creating: 
…practical efforts to establish fair, equitable access to fresh, 
healthy, affordable, culturally appropriate food in vulnerable 
neighborhoods, especially low-income neighborhoods and 
communities of color, with ownership and governance of the 
means of production and exchange accessible to the people who 
eat this healthy food (p. 101).   
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Cadieux & Slocum (2015) describe the right to the system saying that Food Justice in action 
“creates equitable ways to access, manage, and control land and other resources” (p. 14). 
IATP’s “Food Justice Principles” (2013) include:  
● “...consume, barter, keep, donate, gift, process, distribute, grow, and sell food local 
ownership of all aspects of the community food value chain” (p. 2)  
● “Good, healthy food and community wellbeing are basic human rights” (p.1) 
● “Ensures the rights of workers to fair labor practices” (p.2) 
● “...mandating a living wage and supporting living wage campaigns” (p.2) 
 
The focus on the system, including but not limited to food access, came through in 
interviews with Food Justice Experts, as noted at the beginning of this section, with one 
interviewee discussing the inclusion of workers in Food Justice. Another Food Justice Expert 
described “A just food system” as: “you’d be able to have... culturally relevant food... you'd be 
able to have access to food period, and… the folks who want to, are able to contribute to the 
food system and help and support, and… just know where your food’s coming from” (604).  
This theme was identified in 14 articles, 6 online presentations and discussions, and in 3 
interviews with Food Justice Experts. Subthemes are described below. 
 
i. Right to Food 
Arias (2020) discusses “the role of food as a signifier of privilege or of the absence of 
privilege” (p. 29).  In analyzing Black liberation movements, Alkon and Agyeman (2011) 
discussed the Nation of Islam (NOI) and the Pan African Orthodox Christian Church, who 
communicated “a clear connection between Black liberation and the production and 
consumption of food” (p. 181) noting that the NOI emphasizes a need for food that is free of 
chemicals. Penniman describes a similar role of food security, connecting food access to 
broader societal and political systems and to the power and voice of communities: 
Because I really believe, you know, what Fannie Lou Hamer was 
talking about when she said, ‘if you have 400 quarts of greens and 
gumbo soup canned for the winter, nobody can push you around and 
tell you what to do.’ Right, and, by extension, if you don't have any 
gumbo soup canned for the winter, as soon as they put chains around 
the grocery store, you're going to put down your ballot, you put down 
that NAACP membership card, you know, you put down your 
demands because who's gonna let their children go hungry, for any 
reason? Right, and so her whole thing was to free ourselves, we must 
feed ourselves, we need our own institutions. (Harvard Divinity 
School, 2019, 41:15). 
 
Penniman also discusses the fact that emergency food is relied upon by “one in three 
Black children” (35:53) and that diet related diseases are more prevalent in communities of 
color due to “not having access to ancestral, cultural foods that are whole foods that are 
prepared with love” (36:12) (Harvard Divinity School, 2019). Tracy Lerman, Executive Director of 
the Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Working Group, states that “Food is a basic human right, 
and we all deserve access to the same quality of food” (The Laura Flanders Show, 2018, 16:18). 
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Wang questioned ways of developing equity: “How do we level that playing field, how do we 
provide everybody with an opportunity to have the best food possible?” (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 
31:32). 
In interviews with local Experts, I heard about initiatives that strive to provide equitable 
access to food:  
...we're still figuring this out but… we take cash, we interact with 
people by text message, we interact with people on the social media 
platforms of their choice, we allow people to buy week-to-week, we 
provide material in other languages, and we do provide sessions, on 
like how to filet a fish, but many of the people that we are trying to 
sell to definitely know how to filet fish. It’s figuring out how to make it 
work… Does it make sense for them to buy fish? Do they want to buy 
fish from us? … What do we do to make that worth it to them? (FJ39) 
 
Specific to the oyster industry, an interviewee discussed the need to analyze marketing 
strategies so that oysters can once again be a healthy, accessible food option for all:  
Oysters especially have been marketed to be this… rich person thing 
when in actuality the true history of seafood, and oysters especially, 
was to have something cheap that you could feed your family on and 
quickly make a stew, or you know Oysters Rockefeller or whatever, to 
just have a sustainable meal for your family, and so I think that... it is 
a sustainable protein that really could help a lot of people, I think that 
we really need to start shifting how we're marketing. (P15) 
 
ii. Right to the Food System: Business Ownership and Livable Wages 
Fair wages, prioritizing the value of labor, and fair treatment of labor are stated as 
aspects of Food Justice by Cadieux & Slocum (2015). Redmond states that “The Food Justice 
movement is calling for jobs, economic justice. Let's pay people, not just raise the minimum 
wage, let's pay people a living wage, so that they are not hungry. Let's address, really, the core 
issue of hunger, poverty” (TEDx Talks, 2013, 9:21).  Washington (The Harvard Law Forum, 2018) 
emphasizes the importance of local business and economic development, stating: “No one 
comes into my community to talk about financial literacy, job creation, entrepreneurship” and 
goes on to envision, “Give them the tools, opportunity, capital to have businesses…” (22:48). 
Washington asks the audience to consider the effects of promoting entrepreneurialism and 
business development in poor communities: 
Just think about how that would change the dynamics of hunger 
and poverty, if people had the ability to have a living wage job 
where they can feed their families, they can pay for institutions of 
education… just think about it... the infusion of financial literacy, 
the infusion of income, the infusion of having people be 
entrepreneurs, how that would change the dynamic of poor 





Washington spoke of the urgency to create economic opportunities within the food 
system to stave off the threat of gentrification brought by the COVID-19 pandemic earlier this 
year: 
My hope is that… we're not pushed out because of gentrification, 
that there's an economic boom that's happening within our 
communities that shows our faces, our intention. And so, hats off 
to those who... are trying their best to make sure that the 
resources stay in our community, that the businesses have our 
faces, and that we can work together to stem the tide of hunger 
and poverty… What I want to see most of all is economic 
development. I want to be able to one day open my eyes and 
there aren’t any food pantries and soup kitchens unless there is 
an extreme emergency,… there’s job creation, there's 
entrepreneurship, they own businesses so that people from 
outside are not coming in and pushing them out… so at the end of 
the day, the money that we make in our community stays in our 
community and that resources help the next generation of people 
to own their own businesses. (The Brian Lehrer Show, 2021, 
20:39) 
 
The threat of gentrification with regards to entrepreneurialism came up in an interview 
with a Food Justice Expert who spoke about urban agriculture policies that are intended to 
promote the sector. The Expert noted the risk that these policies might not benefit the local 
communities, primarily communities of color, who have been doing the work for years: 
If we're talking about justice… I actually feel concerned that these 
policy changes are not going to make it easier… for people that 
don't already have resources to continue what they're doing… 
Even more so… if urban agriculture is to become a commercial 
sector that's… financially viable. Who's going to be leading those 
businesses? I actually have a lot of concern about that.” (FJ18) 
 
Regarding seafood systems, a Food Justice Expert emphasized the need for business 
development and opportunities for economic advancement for communities of color, 
describing one project as: “A really awesome crew of fishers, but it is a mostly white network, 
which doesn't mean it's not good work, but it means there's an element of the work missing... 
Because if we create a new food system but it’s still all white people profiting from it, it's like, 
come on” (FJ604). The same Expert shared a success story that underscores the potential for 
business ownership, telling me that the indigenous Mi'kmaq community acquired ClearWater 
Seafoods as a fish processing plant, boosting its position in the food system. 
One interviewee spoke about the economic development potential that exists within 
the mid-Atlantic oyster industry, describing opportunities for tangential and supportive 
businesses, saying “I think just the overall exposure to the aquaculture industry in whatever 
capacity could then spark other things,” explaining that while doing the actual farming may not 
be of interest to everyone, or the best opportunity for everyone, that there are other aspects of 
 
36 
the industry that individuals could get involved in, giving an example of ideas that might be 
sparked because of an introduction to the industry: “people are going to really say, ‘Okay… I 
worked on this oyster farm and I saw that they were using whatever cages... I could take that 
idea… make my own cage business, because there's not a lot of people that are making 
equipment, and make it better’” (P15). This Producer explained other avenues that might be of 
interest:  
I want to give people the opportunity to explore and try and 
figure out what they like and what they don't like, you know, so, 
things like infrastructure, marketing, advertising…  I really want to 
give people career options that they can kind of choose from, and 
make their own reality. 
 
The tension between affordable food and the right to a food system that provides good 
paying jobs, viable businesses, and good wages was discussed during interviews. A Food Justice 
Expert described this, emphasizing the need for equity-based initiatives:  
with respect to oysters in terms of it being the cheap food that 
everybody ate and now all of a sudden it's super bougie, and so 
where do you go from there?...So there's ... all these different ... 
facets of where this is becoming a marketable thing so… how do 
you make that equitable in terms of people owning those 
businesses, and all the way up that chain? (FJ18)   
 
An Industry Expert expressed a similar sentiment in an interview: “There are price 
questions right… is it possible to sell things at a price that people who are lower, middle income 
can afford them and also people who are growing them can make a living like that? So that's a 
fundamental justice question and I don't know the answer to that” (FJ39). This interviewee also 
spoke of engaging youth in production aspects of the food system and the complexities of 
doing so from a justice lens. 
 
iii. Right to Land and Resources 
 “Ownership of land gives you power,” states Washington (The Harvard Law Forum, 
2018, 16:40). IATP’s “Food Justice Principles” (2013) states: “All people have access to places to 
produce or procure their own food, and the means (knowledge and physical resources) to do 
so” (p.3). The reality is, as discussed earlier, almost all agricultural land- 98% in 2014 (Horst & 
Marion, 2019)- is owned by white people, due to our history of agriculture and seafood trades 
utilizing exploited or enslaved labor. Food Justice seeks to eliminate these inequities. 
The right to resources includes access to knowledge. Knowledge can be obtained 
through informal interactions with producing and preparing food, such as having space to 
garden, fish or harvest shellfish and skills sharing and food sharing opportunities, such as 
community gardens and community cooking events. Knowledge may also come from formal 
education and work experiences in food production, business development and other areas.  
This component of Food Justice is critical to creating lasting, sustainable change and to 
providing people with more opportunities to determine and develop their food system over the 
long term. As Washington says, “I want to see more young people, I want to see more 
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education around the sciences, around technology, mathematics, and engineering. I want to 
see that, because I think the next generation cannot fall in line behind hunger and poverty” 
(The Brian Lehrer Show, 2021, 23:47). Penniman described Soul Fire as conducting “farm-based 
education for folks who want to take leadership in the food system” (The Laura Flanders Show, 
2018, 21:59). 
An Industry Expert spoke about the importance of creating opportunities for people to 
be introduced to the mid-Atlantic oyster industry and to build their knowledge: “...exposure to 
the aquaculture industry in whatever capacity could then spark other things, but the 
information has to be there. People don't know that jobs are available if we're not telling them 
that jobs are available... it's just information that… we can just distribute all over so… that that 
kind of ‘just’ food system can be possible” (FJ15). This individual described opportunities to 
change the current lack of diversity in the industry and research sectors:  
…we have to start looking at our targeted audience… meet people 
where they are with their education, with their environmental 
education… we can't just start from the same place… Once they 
start having the… initial spark, then you can start building on it… 
There's a reason why, you know, marine sciences are labeled 
...white, male dominated fields, because back in the day that's all 
... who was really contributing to environmental research was 
white men, and.. that kind of attitude has been continued. (FJ15) 
 
e) Theme:  Valuing People, Culture, Community, and Environment 
The fact that Food Justice focuses on systemic change requires consideration of values, 
including human-, community-, environment- and spirituality- focused values. IATP’s “Food 
Justice Principles” includes a statement about values: “Values-based: respect, empathy, 
pluralism, valuing knowledge” (p. 2). Cadieux & Slocum (2015) mention a focus on initiatives 
that “benefit other-than-human life as well as human society” (p. 14) and refer to the 
importance of comprehending “‘resource’ in a more-than-human relational context” (p. 14).   
Alkon and Norgaard (2009) describe how food, culture, race, and environmental justice 
are connected, stating “because food is often central to communities’ collective cultural 
identities, the concept of Food Justice can illuminate links between environmental justice 
activism and the process of racial identity formation” (p. 301). Washington discussed farming’s 
intersections with other fields, and the importance of a community-based approach: “I also 
realized that as a farmer that I couldn't grow food alone, because it has so many intersections. 
It was an intersection in our community health, the environment, education, economics, all 
these things” (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 06:32). Values were discussed by Roy Choi during the same 
roundtable conversation: 
We have to value things more, we have to value the food, each 
other. We have to value the culture of food and eating and what 
we're eating more as a society. You know America is such a young 
country but it's built on so many horrible fallacies and misdirected 
things about what is important… not only don't we value people's 
lives and what they're eating, but we don't value the benefits of 
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what food could do, and the detriments. (HealthyUCLA, 2021, 
40:15). 
Chris Newsome of Sankofa Community Farm ties seed keeping to culture, community, 
and environmental connection: 
Seed keeping is keeping the physical seed but it's also really, really 
holding the story and holding the power around it. And that takes 
people and that takes continuity. And I think, particularly in my 
experience in the north, many African Americans have lost that 
connection, because our elders haven't talked about it, or we’ve 
just become too busy and distracted with another form of life. 
And I think we're seeing the devastating results of that 
disconnection both from our spiritual practice and from our 
cultural traditions which are absolutely dependent on our food 
and our old folks. (03:18). 
This theme was identified in 13 articles, 6 online presentations and discussions, and in 1 
Food Justice Expert interview.. Subthemes are described below. 
 
i. The Right to Dignity 
Redmond (2013) reminds us that being treated with dignity is central to Food Justice: 
“the Food Justice movement understands that in the 1960s, there are lots of things going on, 
but in the 1960s for us that's where civil rights meets Food Justice. Right at the Woolworth 
lunch counter in 1963, where those students sat down and demanded the right to be treated as 
a human being” (06:30).  She explains that “for us Food Justice is not just about the nutrition... 
It's not just about growing the food, but it's about dignity. It's about being visible” (06:56). 
The true safety, protection and wellbeing of human beings was identified in interviews, 
given the current context and increased attention on and concern about violence against Black 
bodies. When discussing partnerships and collaborations, the safety of individual human beings 
was a prominent concern to one interviewee: “We want to keep people safe, we want to keep 
encouraging people, we want to keep empowering people, we want to just keep giving people 
a safe space to learn…” This interviewee further described: 
“I take it really seriously… that I have to consider people’s safety. I 
know that… one bad experience can deteriorate somebody’s goal 
and vision for their career, and I never want to be a part of that, 
you know, awful experience... Because I know diversity and 
inclusion are huge buzzwords right now, I have a lot of… 
organizations that would be really great to partner with but I have 
to kind of ask… what were you doing before… Black Lives Matter 
became a thing or… Diversity and Inclusion became a thing? 
…Right now, it's my priority to work with the people that have 
been really trying to be on this diversity and inclusion before it 






ii. Community and Collaboration 
As Sbicca (2012) states “for some... Food justice is... about building an inclusive food 
community” (p. 462). Washington discusses collaboration (2021), describing her work as “Being 
in our community, helping each other, uplifting each other” (24:47). Washington illustrates that 
initiatives that are rooted in collaboration and focused on community needs can have multiple 
benefits to multiple audiences, like her idea of establishing mobile produce stands near corner 
stores: “So there's a win, win situation of communities that are lacking fresh produce… and as a 
partnership between the bodega and the fruit van” (17:02). Washington continues, describing 
the collaborative nature of her work: 
We met every week to talk about things that we can grow, how we 
connect with our community, what community gardeners are 
growing, how do we make sure that food is getting out to our 
communities.  And that's what we did, we rolled up our sleeves 
and started communicating and coming together to grow food that 
was fresh… that was needed within our community... (6:59). 
 
The notion of community and collaboration was identified as an important factor in the 
development of the mid-Atlantic oyster industry during an interview: “I think that we could ... 
really start changing the face of seafood and just the direction that seafood’s going if we all 
work together” (P15). A similar sentiment was discussed by a Food Justice Expert interviewee 
when describing the notion of a just food system: 
And then there's the... community building, because I think 
another big thing we're fighting against is just the individualism 
thrown onto us from whatever ‘ism’ you want to use- capitalism, 
imperialism, colonialism... We're all siloed… If we can… be 
building community, building… trust, be building bonds and all 
this kind of stuff then a lot of the … theory of… a new future and 
whatever will just kind of naturally happen because… people 
know how to… be in community with other people” (FJ604) 
 
Further illustrating a need for collaboration, when describing working towards Food 
Justice, this interviewee provided the advice “don’t try to take over.” (604). 
 
iii. Environmental Connection and Stewardship 
IATP’s “Food Justice Principles” (2103) envisions a “toxic free and climate-just food 
system” and states that “All people recognize themselves as part of the Land, Air, Water, and 
Sky (LAWS), and uphold the rights of nature to exist, persist, maintain, and regenerate” (p. 3). 
Alkon (2007) describes that “it is precisely the integration of environmental and social goals 
that the emerging Food Justice movement seeks to achieve” (p. 96). Penniman describes the 
connection between food and the environment: “You have this situation where the same way 
that we're treating our human brethren is echoed in the way we're treating the earth” (27:07) 
describing that we are “sick because you treat the earth like a commodity, from which you can 
extract without limits and not, as the living breathing … spirit that she is, deserving of consent 
and reciprocity” (49:39); Penniman also describes Soul Fire Farm’s work to “Make the soil 
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better every year…the re-indigenizing of the soil, it's like calling the carbon, calling the life, back 
into the land, out of the atmosphere where it's doing harm, back into the land where it 
produces food” (44:39) (Harvard Divinity School, 2019). 
A Food Justice Expert, when asked if there is an environmental aspect of Food Justice, 
responded, “there's no Food Justice without environmental justice” (604). This was also 
discussed by an Industry Expert speaking about opportunities for the mid-Atlantic oyster 
industry to do better community engagement: “...we want to conserve and preserve our 
environment. So, everybody that's affected by that should have an opportunity to be exposed 
to that.” (P15) 
    Some people referred to a spiritual connection to the land and environment. Penniman 
states, “Perhaps more important when we talk about farming techniques, is the spiritual 
dimension” (48:32) and describes that: 
Some of us confused the scene of the crime, which was the land, 
with the crime. But the fact is, the land has always had our back... 
In fact we survived because of that connection with the land. So 
when we fled to Pittsburgh to Boston... when we fled to 
Philadelphia and DC, we left a whole piece of ourselves back there 
in that soil, and I think our generation, I call the returning 
generation, is we're realizing there's something to go pick up, in 
order for us to be whole, in order for us to fill that aching 
nameless space. (Harvard Divinity School, 2019, 51:20). 
 
This notion was mentioned by an Industry Expert (IE90) who spoke of working on the 
water and the attraction of being involved in industries like the oyster industry: “...beyond just 
the lore of have an occupation, but something that, that signals who I am as a person, and what 
I’m trying to do on this planet.” 
 
3. Food Justice in Practice / Using a Food Justice Framework 
Incorporating Food Justice into other fields, including within food production, 
community development, and environmental conservation can be transformative on a systemic 
level. For example, the incorporation of Food Justice can expand the depth of environmental 
justice initiatives beyond being “place-based” and can shift sustainable agriculture initiatives to 
“meaningfully incorporate issues of equity and social justice” (Alkon and Norgaard, 2009, 
p.289). Some practitioners within fields such as urban agriculture have incorporated Food 
Justice into their strategic goals and missions. Using a Food Justice framework can create an 
acknowledgement of the connection between environmental justice and the development of 
racial identity, and create connections between environmental stewardship, racial equity, 
community, and equitable development of the food system (Alkon and Norgaard 2,009). 
Cadieux & Slocum (2015) discuss Food Justice in practice, highlighting a need to 
understand power dynamics; be analytical about the capacity of programs and policies to 
catalyze systemic change; understand barriers to Food Justice and factors that are advancing 
work towards a just food system; evaluate and determine appropriate engagement of the state, 




Food justice challenges oppressive structures and builds solidarity, through social justice 
and self-determination, so that community members can develop solutions that will work for 
the community. There may be opportunities for the oyster industry to provide similar social 
benefits, with a management, planning, and development approach rooted in Food Justice. 
 
a) Food Justice and Planning  
Incorporating a Food Justice framework into management and decision-making 
practices can link food access to broader questions of power and political efficacy (Alkon and 
Norgaard 2,009). Some cities have incorporated the use of tools, such a racial equity lens, to 
evaluate how programs, policies, and support structures might be impacting social justice, and 
many are considering the food system in their work (Horst, 2017).  
Seattle launched use of their “Race and Social Justice Initiative” to dismantle inequities 
and racism within their city departments and decision-making (Horst, 2017). Seattle requires 
that a racial equity lens be utilized throughout city departments, to advance social justice and 
equity impacts within initiatives and decision making. This lens leads employees through 
determining outcomes, ensuring participation of stakeholders, identifying impacts, boosting 
opportunity and minimizing harm, evaluation, and reporting. Usage of the lens has impacted 
the city’s urban agricultural efforts through making programming more inclusive and facilitating 
access to land, ultimately increasing socioeconomic diversity in urban agriculture (Horst et al, 
2017).  Still, Horst (2017) noted that the connections to historical trauma, or to fair working 
conditions for food workers, had not been adequately integrated into food initiatives and 
planning. Horst (2017) urges planners involved in city food systems to more effectively advance 
Food Justice by committing to antiracism work and social justice, applying pressure to open 
opportunities for resources and policies in support of Food Justice, and supporting innovative 
methods of land control and ownership. 
 
b) Food Justice and Urban Agriculture 
Reynolds (2015) describes that social justice can be incorporated into urban agriculture, 
and, likewise, that urban agriculture can be a vehicle for social justice. Providing opportunities 
for informative participation by the public in policy development, adopting approaches based 
on antiracism, and prioritizing support to organizations and entities led by people of color can 
advance social justice within urban agriculture initiatives Reynolds (2015). Food justice can be 
integrated into planning for urban agriculture through strategies that invest in and benefit 
communities that have been marginalized. However, commitments to analyzing who is involved 
in urban agriculture on a local level, and to dismantle systemic injustices, must be made in 
order to ensure that potential benefits- such as food access, skill building, wellbeing, and 
income generation- specifically benefit marginalized or disadvantaged communities (Horst et al, 
2017).  
Horst et al (2017) argue that city planners can position programming that promotes and 
advances Food Justice as a priority within city plans, noting that developing relationships with 
Food Justice advocates would help clarify strategies that can advance the work. Further, the 
authors recommend that planners support organizations that are led by representatives of 
marginalized communities or that are directly supporting these communities. Making more 
land available in perpetuity for urban agriculture is also recommended, as is the need to ensure 
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that urban agriculture efforts do not lead to gentrification that displaces the existing 
community. 
Reynolds (2015) notes that the Community Food Funders coalition’s funding 
prioritization of urban agriculture organizations that are working towards social justice and are 
“led by people of color” (p. 250) could be a model that is replicated, to advance Food Justice 
within the urban agriculture sector.   
 
c) Food Justice and Creative Placemaking 
When combined with creative placemaking, food justice work can lead to deepened 
community building, creativity, and other benefits. Pairing food justice initiatives with 
community-driven art initiatives can increase the accessibility of art, local culture, and 
creativity (Arias, 2000). For example, like Food Justice initiatives, community art initiatives 
should be derived from the local community, as opposed to being delivered to a community 
(Arias, 2020). Both art initiatives and food initiatives have the potential to define and redefine 
neighborhoods, promote tourism, and lead to gentrification that may cause displacement of 
community members. However, when art initiatives are rooted in creative placemaking and 
food-based projects are rooted in Food Justice, these initiatives can amplify local culture, build 
community-determination within development, increase community pride, boost trust and 
relationship building within communities, and increase opportunities for economic 
development that benefits the community (DAISA Enterprises, 2019).  
 
B. Historic Oyster Industry:  Labor, Opportunities, and Barriers to Advancement 
As discussed, Blount (2000) describes Georgia’s oyster industry as being labored by 
people of African descent as early as 1751, due in part to the fact that early colonizers had little 
fishing and hunting knowledge. Like the mid-Atlantic industries, there was some subsistence 
harvesting and informal trade, some paid labor and some exploitation and unpaid labor among 
Black watermen. Blount (2000) illustrates how laborers of African descent were eventually 
pushed to the margins of a growing industry, with their ability to influence and profit from 
industry growth decreasing as commercialization increased; over time, Black watermen were 
forced into marginal roles due to lack of access to capital to start their own businesses, and to 
commercialization of the industry. This transition was first evident in the oyster industry and 
then replicated within other Georgia fisheries. (Blount, 2000) 
A similar trajectory may have played out in Chesapeake Bay and in the Delaware 
estuary. As these oyster industries developed, Black people were a major labor force on oyster 
boats and in shucking houses, during the time of slavery through antebellum, postbellum, and 
up through middle of the 1900s (Chiarappa, 2018). During this time, Black watermen may have 
experienced some feeling of liberation and equality while out on the water that would not be 
possible on land (Mitchell, 2009; Foy, 2008). A Producer described in an interview:  
…the original oyster men and women were African Americans. 
They were [people who were enslaved who] were permitted 
some independence on the Eastern shore, specifically to go and 
work oyster bottoms... to make a little extra money on the side…. 
there were some free men and women who had their own boats 
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and... maybe when they got back to the land they weren't 
considered as such… (P66) 
Chiarappa (2018b) notes that shucking was a “well- established occupational niche of 
African Americans in the region” (p. 80) and speaks of their role in “oyster cellars, restaurants, 
and hotels of the greater Philadelphia area,” (p. 80) noting that this was before the 
establishment of large-scale shucking houses, which commercialized the industry. The role of 
Black people in the industry during this time was instrumental to industry growth (Chiarappa, 
2018b). An Industry Expert from Maryland stated in an interview that “at one time the African 
American men and women were the backbone of the industry.”  
Some oysterers moved up from the Chesapeake Bay industry to Delaware Bay as 
demand for labor grew. Railroad companies saw the potential of the industry and built shucking 
and processing houses in New Jersey, in Bivalve and in Maurice River. This led to more 
investments in other tangential industries, including shipbuilding, boosting community 
development in the area, and requiring labor. “African Americans from Tidewater Maryland and 
Virginia— based largely upon occupational and environmental experience they gained while 
working the Chesapeake— were recruited to meet this need” explains Chiarappa (2018b, p. 75). 
 
1. Marginalization and Oppression 
Black oystermen were developing knowledge of the marine environment, skills, and 
experience in navigating boats, harvesting quality oysters, and working in the other aspects of 
the industry. While oystering did provide unique opportunities for a sense of freedom, some 
monetary benefits, and opportunities for advancement for some, patterns of marginalization 
and exploitation of people of African descent also took root. Opportunities to maintain central 
roles in the industry, advance to leadership roles, or open independent businesses were 
extremely limited. This continued through the mid-1900s when the industry faced near-collapse 
due to drastically reduced oyster populations and diseases. Chiarappa (2018b, p. 77) describes 
the role of Black watermen: “Once on the Delaware Bay, most labored as part of deck crews, a 
few rose to supervisory roles, and a limited number became captains— a trend that held sway 
well into the 1950s and 1960s.”  
Structural, systemic, and intentional barriers limited the advancement of Black people 
within the oyster industry and limited freedom and livelihood generally. Baltimore was home to 
the highest number of free Black people in the U.S. in the years preceding the Civil War, with 
the Black population on the Eastern Shore growing “exponentially” in the 1900s leading up to 
the war (Clarke, 2021b, para. 5). Furthermore, in the 1800s, Chesapeake Bay was being used as 
an escape route from slavery. Black entrepreneurship and people escaping enslavement were 
both perceived as threatening to white people. As a result, laws and Black codes were 
established, limiting mobility. Clarke (2021b) states that, according to Pat Nugent: “Across 
Maryland, white lawmakers began to pass laws to control and intimidate this growing number 
of free African Americans—to prevent rebellion and derail the Underground Railroad, but also 
to control and outcompete free Black entrepreneurs, including those who made their living on 
the water” (para. 6). In 1836, a state law was passed in Maryland that required large vessels to 
be captained by white people; the law’s preamble stated that "A clandestine trade was carried 
on, and slaves had found facilities for running away" (Anderson, 1998).  
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One interviewee described, “there were laws and regulations that prohibited Blacks to 
operate boats… some of them did become boat captains… but.... there was… this law that 
Blacks couldn't operate boats, Blacks couldn't be boat captains… because the government was 
really trying to push out Black captains.” Black people were required to demonstrate 
permission from a white person to sell goods; their travel in and out of state required 
permission from a white person, unless they were working on a ship that had a white captain 
(Clarke, 2021b). These restrictions and limitations existed in the private sector as well. 
Anderson, H. (1998) tells a story from William Wallace, a son of a Black oysterman in 
Chesapeake Bay. Wallace explains that when his dad sought out a loan from a bank to buy a 
boat, the owner of the boat he was working on discouraged the banker from lending to him. A 
second attempt, years later also failed. Eventually, his dad succeeded in purchasing a boat, 
though the story ends tragically: 
The owner of the skipjack his father captained heard about it and 
went to the banker and said, ‘If you give him the money, who’s 
going to dredge my boat?’ So, Wallace says, his father didn’t get 
the loan. A few years later he had another opportunity to 
purchase a boat: ‘I remember my dad went to the banker and the 
credit references are fine, no problem there, and the banker 
refuses him the loan. At the same time there’s a white fellow who 
is interested. My father overheard the banker saying to him, ‘Well 
you owe me money now, you’re behind in your payments, but I’m 
going to let you have the money.’ So my dad didn’t get the boat.’ 
… Years later, in 1975, he was finally able to purchase the skipjack 
Claude Somers. Before he could complete needed repairs, 
dredging season began and he couldn’t afford to miss an 
opportunity to work…. The Somers went out on a day when the 
weather seemed workable... but a violent storm blew in late that 
afternoon, one of the worst storms Wallace says he had heard 
of... The batteries went dead… they were forced to sail — the 
skipjack began taking on water and eventually foundered. Lack of 
radio communication and dense fog prevented rescuers from 
locating them. His father and the crew, including Wallace’s older 
brother, uncle, two cousins and a family friend, all perished of 
hypothermia. ‘They were in Hooper Straits — if you go to Deal 
Island and look across you can see where they were. They were 
that close to home.’ (p.7). 
 
2. Black Captains and Black-Owned Businesses 
During a time when Black oystermen may have experienced a mix of opportunity, 
oppression, and exploitation, people of European descent had freedom without the limitations 
of racial discrimination to seek out capital to start business and to purchase and build boats and 
buildings, capitalizing on the success of the growing industry. One Industry Expert from NJ 
(IE21) noted in an interview, “When it was booming... there [were] more millionaires in the 
local town here per capita than anywhere in the United States, in Point Norris [NJ]- Highest 
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concentration of millionaires in the United States, so the problem… is that it was all… white 
males.”  
Of course, some Black watermen succeeded at building businesses, advancing within the 
industry, and building capital; some estimate that 1 in 10 boats had a Black captain (Dewar, 
1999). Captain James McBride is known in NJ as the region's first Black oyster-boat owner. The 
Port Norris Historical Society describes Captain McBride as “The only African American man to 
own and operate a fleet of oyster boats in the State of New Jersey,” noting that his wife, Lucy 
M. McBride took on the enterprise after his death (Port Norris Legends, 2021). Anderson (1998) 
tells the story of Sam Turner, a Black male who joined the Civilian Conservation Corps. By 
working and sending his money home, he was able to buy land for an oyster shucking business, 
with his father in 1939: "My father bought from a [white] man down here and that was unusual 
then, selling property to Black folks. But somehow he sold it to us" (p.2). Eventually, the 
business expanded to two buildings, employing 40 shuckers.  
An Industry Expert from MD described the role of the slave system in developing the 
industry and the unique role that oystering played for Black people throughout the industry’s 
history: 
They [African people] brought seafaring ways... to the Chesapeake 
Bay and the Americas. And after 300 years of the slave trade, the 
industry became very specialized. If you needed ironworkers you 
put in an order for ironworkers if you'd like indigo growers or rice 
growers you put in an order… or seafaring... it became a very 
specialized industry. And so here on the Chesapeake, that 
specialization transferred into the farming and seafaring. And so 
they understood the wind and the waves and.. the navigation, and 
boat structure, and navigation without instruments. So that 
became very specialized. And then post enslavement, post 
emancipation, a man with a small boat and a big heart could make 
a living on the Chesapeake Bay to feed his family and have some 
retained earnings. And you could make more money on the water 
than you could picking cotton or tobacco and you have more 
freedom. So, I think that that really kind of set the stage on why 
people of color prospered coming out of enslavement in the 
1890s and early 1920s and 30s and then the depression hit 
everything… but even up until the 1940s and 50s oysters were 
gold on the Chesapeake Bay.  That was the cash crop… And so the 
waterways really became the gateway. (IE14) 
 
These stories are important to memorialize and amplify, recognizing the role that Black 
watermen played in the region and the success that was achieved. Still, while some 
opportunities for financial wealth, industry advancement, and business ownership existed for 
Black watermen, the limitations from systems of oppression were significant. The role of racism 
and the limitations that were created were described in an account from Robert Morgan, who 
was an oysterman and shipbuilder in Delaware, which describes the “racial politics” in the 
industry at the time (Chiarappa, 2018):  
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You know, there never was a lot of Black captains but I’ll tell you 
what there was. There was some Black captains and there was a 
lot of Black mates who were just as qualified as any white man 
but just couldn’t make it. If they were somebody’s son they’d 
have been captain. They just couldn’t make it above mate. They 
knew how to handle a boat, they knew how to tie it up, they knew 
how to sail it, they knew everything there was to know, but not 
many of them made captain. . . . There was an awful lot of Blacks 
that were capable but you know how things work. We’re below 
the Mason- Dixon Line here. Things change slow. (p. 78).   
An Industry Expert from NJ (IE26) noted a similar sentiment when asked if there were barriers 
to advancing into captain roles, saying “I can't tell you for sure, I would suspect so, yeah. 
Somebody’s son had a lot easier road to it than somebody who was not related.”   
 
3. Economic Mobility 
While the Port Norris area of NJ was once known for its wealth, the socioeconomics of 
the area have changed. Two interviewees from NJ spoke about the current poverty in the Bay 
Shore and Point Norris area. One (75) noted that the area suffers from poverty but has “really 
rich traditions and really rich culture that still exists around the water around the Bay…. it’s a 
strong fishery, it's stable, it's just a fraction of what it was historically.” The second (91) 
described it as a “one-industry town” saying, “it once had been, in 1928, one of the wealthiest 
places in New Jersey.... When that industry collapsed so did the town… So, anyone who could 
have left, left.”  
While oystering provided opportunities for economic mobility to some Black watermen, 
many would have experienced not only significant barriers to resources and marginalization in 
the industry, but also substandard or unstable living conditions. An Industry Expert from NJ 
(IE35) discussed the changing demographics of the NJ shore towns and the exit of Black 
watermen and their families: “Well, the businesses, the shucking houses went away, and so 
that caused [Black watermen] to move away. They were in substandard housing… more like a 
tenant house… it had to be in the 60s, maybe 70s when… the state came in and said... you've 
got to either upgrade all the septics and wells and all that or you're gonna have to tear them 
down.” This Industry Expert noted that, while there was some homeownership among black 
folks living there at the time, the majority of black families did not own their homes. Another 
Industry Expert (IE91) interviewee described shuckers’ housing as “deplorable conditions” and 
mentioned that sea level rise has washed away many of the communities. In addition, there 
may have been a disproportionately high number of Black oystermen continually uprooting 
their lives for continued access to seasonal industries (Chiarappa, 2018). The impacts that a lack 
of placed-based stability and land ownership or home ownership would have had longer term 
wealth accumulation is explored in the Discussion. 
 
C. Current Industry Management, Demographics, Barriers to Diversification 
Each state manages its shellfish industries, ensuring that federal guidelines around 
shellfish safety and sanitation are followed. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) 
National Shellfish Sanitation Program sets safety standards, guidelines, and requirements, 
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including the requirement that each state survey their watersheds and shellfish harvesting 
areas (during times of high pollution), to determine which waters are safe to grow in, and 
classify them as “approved, conditionally approved, or restricted” (MacKenzie, 1996, p. 9). 
Most permits and licenses for oyster harvesting or oyster aquaculture are issued by 
states. However, Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP) certification, issued by the FDA, 
is required for direct-to-consumer sales. One Producer from MD (65) described the process as 
“just a few days of classes, a test, and common sense.” 
 
1. MD Regulations 
Acknowledging the desire for private leasing and improved reliability of oyster 
aquaculture, Maryland’s General Assembly enacted legislation (2010) which eased the process 
by which individuals can acquire a lease and engage in private aquaculture. This also 
maintained productive oyster bars for the public to fish, commercially or recreationally. There 
are now three methods through which individuals in MD can acquire oysters from their state 
waters: recreational harvest, commercial harvest, and aquaculture (Maryland Department of 
Natural Resources, 2019). The state of Maryland regulates these activities, issuing permits and 
licenses, as discussed below.  
State regulations and permitting for recreational harvest, wild harvest, and aquaculture 
activities are discussed in The Maryland Chesapeake Bay Oyster Management Plan (May 2019) 
(The Plan) issued by the Maryland Department of Natural Resources. The Plan also describes 
the current oyster landscape in Maryland waters, and its purpose to inform development and 
implementation of a “strategic, coordinated, multi-partner management effort” (p.9). The goal 
of the Plan, and therefore management of the fishery, is to sustain harvest levels for growing 
fishing and seafood industries, while ensuring that the marine ecosystem is protected, 
productive, and sustainable. In incorporating ecological, economic, and sociological 
considerations, the Plan seeks to guide and inform the wild harvest limits that are set and the 
regulations that aim to restore and protect habitat. The Plan describes this as using an 
ecosystems-based approach for single-species management, monitoring resources, and 
creating and implementing management recommendations. The objectives stated in the plan 
are categorized into 4 groups: “Overarching Oyster Resource Objectives; Sanctuary Objectives; 
Public Fishery Objectives; Aquaculture Objectives” (pp. 9-10).  
The Plan was developed through 2 primary sources of information:  the Department’s 
2010-2015 Oyster Management Review (2016), and C. virginica stock assessment in Maryland's 
portion of the Chesapeake Bay, which was published by the department in 2018. Several 
commissions, including the Sport Fisheries Advisory Commission (SFAC), Tidal Fisheries Advisory 
Commission (TFAC), Oyster Advisory Commission (OAC) and Aquaculture Coordinating Council 
(ACC), review the draft plan, developed by MD DNR Fishing and Boating Services. The public can 
then comment for a period of 30 days, which informs the final draft, ultimately adopted by the 
state of Maryland. Once adopted, the Plan is set into action by various management agencies, 
with some regulatory actions requiring a “scoping and public comment” process.  
While management of the industry seeks to be informed by a variety of stakeholders, 
one interviewee FJ15) noted that there is tension and distance between people working on the 
water and decision-makers, elected officials, and legislators. This interviewee mentioned that a 
big challenge within the commercial oyster industries is that individuals creating and 
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establishing laws and regulations don’t have the experience of people working on the water, 
“so they're just making laws and then not realizing the true repercussions down the line for 
these commercial fishermen.” Similarly, Dance (2019) found that residents also complained 
about management decisions, (specifically aquaculture leases) that are made without an 
awareness of the impact on the local community, such as introducing work boats and buoys to 
coastal areas.  
Tension in the industry, between aquaculture growers, wild harvesters, residents, and 
policy makers seems to be significant. In interviews, the powerful voices of wild oysterers were 
mentioned. One Producer (P62), believing that aquaculture “is the future of the oyster 
industry,” given low wild oyster stock populations, discussed the fact that watermen have 
substantial lobbying power; this Producer described that the wild harvesters have been fighting 
since the middle of the last Century to “to be in the ear of” the many politicians whose 
platforms benefit watermen. According to this Producer, this resistance, coming from the 
Waterman’s Association’s  “strong, emotional, visceral tie to the bay” is slowing down efforts to 
shift towards aquaculture in the state. A third Producer (P69) noted blatantly that “the 
watermen's association has a lot of power in Maryland, and they don't want aquaculture” 
continuing with, “there's no industry in the world that is at 1% of its traditional stock levels like 
wild harvest oyster, which is still open at all… Any other industry in the world would have been 
shut down years ago and, but because they have this power and… you know these guys have to 
eat, they have to feed their families too...” (P 69). Dance (2019) describes Bob Reheault of the 
East Coast Shellfish Growers Association as noting that aquaculture growers “have never 
earned the same sort of political clout enjoyed by watermen,” though Reheault has hope for 
change as acceptance for oyster farms grows, even though he notes, “we’ve sort of lost this 
generational appreciation for food production and sustainable seafood. It’s going to take a 
while to get it back.” 
 
a) MD Recreational wild harvest 
In Maryland, recreational wild harvesting of oysters is open to state residents. State 
residents can harvest up to 100 oysters one bushel of oysters per day (Maryland Department of 
Natural Resources, n.d.) for their own use (not for sale) during the public fishery oyster season, 
in limited locations where commercial oyster harvesting and harvest gear is allowed. Only 
oysters that are at least 3 inches in length can be harvested and culling must occur on the bar 
from which they were harvested, with undersized oysters and shell material being put back into 
water on the bar. Recreational oyster harvesters can harvest by hand, through diving (including 
with scuba equipment) or by using tools including shaft tongs or rakes. The Plan does not 
include any data on the public harvest, though an action step has been established to begin 
collecting data that can inform management. (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 
2019). 
 
b) MD commercial wild harvest 
Individuals seeking to harvest and sell oysters from Maryland waters must first obtain 
an Oyster Harvester License (OHL), which is a commercial fishing license that requires payment 
of an oyster surcharge. The OHL application fee is $100. The number of OHLs are limited, and 
there is a waitlist in effect. Applicants must be residents of the state and must also submit 
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payments for a harvester registration surcharge and a seafood marketing surcharge. (Maryland 
OneStop, 2021) 
There is also an annual renewal fee and $300 surcharge, which help the state track 
activated licenses throughout the season (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, May 
2019). Unlike other fisheries, the state and the commercial fishing industry invest in oyster 
fishery management through replenishment planting, funded by a grant from MD DOT ($1.5 
million to $2 million dollars annually since 1997), revenue from oyster bushel tax (average 
revenue annually $208,740), and revenue from oyster surcharge for licenses (average revenue 
of $241,062) (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, May 2019). As of 2019, the state was 
purchasing fresh shell from out-of-state, to be used as substrate for wild oyster populations, 
the cost of which rose to $2.75 per bushel in 2017 (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 
May 2019). 
A total of 2,828 individuals can commercially harvest oysters in any one year: 737 
commercial licenses are available for oysters, plus there are 2,091 commercial fishing licenses 
available that allow for a broader variety of fishes, including oysters (Maryland Department of 
Natural Resources, 2019). As noted by an interviewee: “waterman around here… on the 
Chesapeake Bay...  they just wear many hats... they're crabbers, they're fishermen, so whatever 
the season calls for, that's what they're going to do.” (P15). The number of people paying the 
oyster harvest surcharge fluctuates with oyster abundance but averaged 804 since 1994; it was 
at 599 in the 2011-2012 season and rose to 1,134 in the 2014-2015 season, presumably due to 
above average spat sets in 20120 and 2012 which led to an increase in harvestable oysters a 
few years later. In the 2017-2018 and the 2009-2010 seasons, 20% of people with oyster 
licenses reported no harvests.   
Gear types are restricted by where and when they can be used and by dimensions. On 
average, since the 2009-2010 season, 51% of harvesters use power dredging, patent tongs are 
implemented by 22% of harvesters; hand tongs are used by 21% of harvesters; 5% of harvesters 
are harvesting by diving; and sail dredge is being used by 1% of harvesters. However, about a 
third of people harvesting during the season are using a mix of harvesting methods and gear 
types (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). The number of oysters allowed to be 
harvested by each license holder is set by the state and changes year-to-year and is dependent 
on gear types. In the 2020-21 season, licensees utilizing tongs or diving equipment could 
harvest 12 bushels per licensee, or 24 bushels per boat, per day; those using a power dredge 
were permitted up to 10 bushels per license, or 20 bushels per boat, per day; and licensees only 
utilizing a dredge boat (with or without yawl boat) could harvest up to 100 bushels per licensee, 
or 100 bushels per boat, per day (Haddaway-Riccio, 2020). Commercial harvests could occur 4 
days per week (Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday) (Haddaway-Riccio, 2020). Distribution 
of wild harvest oysters is mostly through shucking and packing, with Maryland being home to a 
few shucking houses.  
While the Plan communicates that its management objective is maintaining a 
sustainable fishery (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019), one Producer from MD 
(P65) discussed the tension between wild harvests and efforts to restore oyster populations, 
noting that the industry has evolved significantly from historic harvest levels and management 
methods. This Producer lamented that the wild harvest industry is working against the efforts 
to restore oyster populations.  
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c) MD aquaculture 
In 2009, MD updated its aquaculture management laws and processes, facilitating the 
process of acquiring aquaculture leases (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). 
The state developed a new Aquaculture Division and a working relationship with the Army 
Corps of Engineers to facilitate streamlining the permitting process along with federal 
requirements (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). Maryland’s Aquaculture 
Coordinating Council was formed to ensure that the aquaculture industry was being developed 
responsibly in the state; the Council informs the evolution of the industry and consists of 
individuals from diverse fields and experience (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 
2019). Among other things, the Council is responsible for further development of the 
aquaculture industry through analyzing and improving state water availability for private 
aquaculture enterprises (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). On an annual 
basis, the Council develops a set of recommendations, included in their yearly report. MD 
requires that all leases be in active use by leaseholders, who must be conducting aquaculture 
for commercial purposes (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). The state 
established loan and technical assistance opportunities to support the industry, and increased 
law enforcement for the industry (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). 
As of the publication of the 2019 Plan, shellfish aquaculture was active on 427 leases, in 
6,963.2 acres of water (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). There were 258 
distinct individual or businesses lease holders, and 500 people were able to conduct 
aquaculture activity on those leases through holding harvester permits or registration cards  
(Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). Of the leaseholders who are individuals 
and not businesses, 43% had a MD Tidal Fish License (Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources, 2019). Unlike the recreational and commercial public harvest, aquaculture is 
permitted within oyster sanctuaries to a degree; it must be aligned with restoration plans. 
(Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). As of April 2021, about 7600 acres were 
leased for oyster aquaculture to 168 leaseholders, some using 10 or more leases (IE 10). 
Applying for an aquaculture lease in Maryland requires various stages of activities to 
ensure alignment with state and federal regulations. Upon acquisition of a complete permit 
application, MD Department of Natural Resources is required to post a public notice on their 
website and in the geographic area of interest, and direct notice to neighboring landowners 
Upon posting the public notice, a public comment period follows during which community 
members may request a public informational session to learn more about the intended lease. If 
the community members’ concerns are not satisfied, they may file a protest resulting in the 
need for an administrative hearing. This dates to the beginning of the 20th Century, when 
watermen worked to establish residents’ rights to protest aquaculture leases, believing that the 
bay, a public resource, should not be privatized; this led to counties halting aquaculture 
development (Dance, 2019). In fact, protests were brought up by a 4 of 8 Producers 
interviewed from MD (50%) as a major challenge to getting started and to growing, as discussed 
in the Barriers to Entry section of this paper; one Producer described the opposition as 
“fabricated” and a “campaign of misinformation” because homeowners on the shore do not 
want anything near their view or near their recreation. (P65).  
Aquaculture is done via 2 distinct culture methods: growing oysters on submerged land 
(by planting on the bay bottom) and growing in water columns (in cages or floats). Submerged 
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land cultivation represented over 60% of the 74,044 bushels of harvested aquaculture shellfish 
in 2017 (Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2019). That year, 342 submerged land 
leases used 6,519.5 acres of land and harvested 44,768 bushels of oysters (Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources, 2019). 86 water column leases were held on 443.7 acres, 
using cages or floats that may be suspended in the water column, float at the water surface, or 
rest on the bay bottom; the 2017 harvest was 29,296 bushels (Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources, 2019). Leases range in size (acreage) and production and there is interest in both 
water-column and bottom growing among new entrants to the industry (IE10). Oyster 
aquaculture harvests are at about two-thirds the production levels of the wild harvest, and in 
2019, about 120 lease applications were pending (Dance, 2019). Benefits to bottom growing 
mentioned by Producers interviewed were 1) the process is less labor intensive, resulting in a 
less expensive retail product that may attract more business (P43), and 2) that bottom growing 
can reduce protests since the equipment is less visible (P63).  
Local-level regulations also inform aquaculture in the state. Some areas have limitations 
to acquiring aquaculture based on land ownership (Everhart & Naundorf, 2021). Some 
communities have fought to limit aquaculture growers from using public waterfront areas, such 
as docks (Everhart & Naundorf, 2021).  
 
2. DE Regulations 
DNREC manages oyster harvesting and aquaculture in Delaware’s Delaware Bay waters 
and in the Inland Bays. Public, recreational harvest of oysters is not permitted in the state of 
Delaware (eRegulations, n.d.). Wild, commercial oyster harvesting accounts for significantly less 
oyster production compared to aquaculture, in Delaware (IE77). DNREC’s shellfish sanitation 
program implements water testing, which informs leasing maps, designating areas as either 
seasonally open or closed (IE77).  
While cages are required in the Inland Bays, cages and gear are not permitted to be 
used in Delaware’s waters in Delaware Bay (IE77). An Industry Expert (IE77) discussed the 
difference in today’s management, from the historic management practices when the Delaware 
Bay was used as a grounds “for salting up” for Chesapeake Bay oysters, noting the industry was 
unstable due to predators, diseases and natural occurrences such as storms.  
The permitting and regulatory processes for aquaculture leases in DE’s Inland Bays were 
created in partnership with a coalition from DNREC, the University of Delaware Sea Grant 
Program, Delaware State University and the Center for the Inland Bays. The “Tiger Team” was 
created to lead the process, with perspectives and representation from the state, University of 
Delaware, and commercial and recreational watermen. The Tiger Team’s recommendations 
were drafted into legislation, which was ultimately passed and allowed for Inland Bay 
aquaculture to start in 2017, regulated by DNREC (IE77). 
The State has established an “Oyster Recovery Fund” which is used to purchase and 
plant shells onto natural seed beds and for research purposes. The fund is supported with 
funding from oyster harvesting fees and licenses and shellfish leasing ground fees.  
 
a) DE Commercial Wild Harvest 
Wild oyster harvesters must have an active oyster harvesting license to harvest; 
however, the state has not been issuing new licenses since 2011 (The Delaware Code Online, 
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n.d.). Individuals may obtain licenses by transfer from an immediate family member (The 
Delaware Code Online, n.d.). Each license permits one vessel to conduct wild oyster harvesting, 
but one vessel can have up to 3 licenses (The Delaware Code Online, n.d.). Licenses expire 
annually; harvesters must renew their licenses within a year of expiration to retain them (The 
Delaware Code Online, n.d.). The fee for each license is $57.50 for state residents and $575 for 
harvesters who are not state residents; fees for harvesting from natural seed beds are $1.25 
per bushel for residents and $12.50 for nonresidents and must be paid in advance (The 
Delaware Code Online, n.d.). To conduct commercial wild harvest, a license holder must have 
either: held 2 or  more commercial shellfish licenses on September 30,1999; held a specific 
oyster license for use within Delaware’s natural oyster beds or a public tonger’s license before 
September 30,1999; held an oyster harvester’s license and met eligibility requirements for 
harvesting oysters for sale before June 30, 2011; or acquired an oyster harvester’s license via 
transfer from a harvester who met eligibility requirements. (The Delaware Code Online, n.d.) 
All wild harvest in the state takes place in Delaware Bay; the Inland Bays do not have 
any availability for wild harvest due to low oyster populations. Most of the Delaware Bay 
oysters are harvested as wild oysters, on the natural beds, via leases. Dredging is a common 
practice in Delaware Bay (IE77). Use of dredges in natural seed beds must be pre-approved by 
DNREC. 
 
b) DE Aquaculture 
To develop aquaculture, in Delaware’s inland bays, the state intentionally created an 
aquaculture leasing system that is aligned with Army Corps of Engineer requirements. Available 
areas are sectioned into one-acre leasable lots. These factors were developed to reduce the 
application and bureaucratic burden of interested entrepreneurs (IE49). The one-acre leases 
are known as Shellfish Aquaculture Development Areas (SADA), and they are permitted through 
an expedited process, though shellfish aquaculture leases are not limited to SADA areas.  
Growers applying for SADA leases are not required to endure public hearings, since the 
areas are pre-approved for aquaculture (P87).  A Producer (P59) noted that the SADA system 
packages the bureaucratic processes nicely for people seeking permits, since the aquaculture 
activities are already pre-approved by Indian Affairs and The Army Corps of Engineers in these 
specific area, reducing applicants’ paperwork, though they noted that the process was still 
“decent amount of work.” Another Producer mentioned that because SADA leases incorporate 
Army Corps of Engineer requirements, the time required to go through the application process 
is reduced, noting “instead of a year and a half you're looking at six to eight months” (P87). 
However, this same Producer described the one-acre increments as causing “all kinds of havoc” 
explaining that growers have to use “a lot of ingenuity” to determine how to grow in the 
specific one-acre plots of water. 
DNREC began issuing leases in the Inland Bays late in the year in 2017 (IE77), resulting in 
the first harvest of the modern industry in 2018. In 2019, 10 enterprises and one research 
organization held shellfish aquaculture leases covering 51 acres in the Inland Bays (Delaware 
Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2020). An Industry Expert interviewed stated that about 42 acres 
were leased in 2020, though that number was not final; they also noted that the number of 
leases is always in flux as lessees continually evaluate their plans and make decisions about 
contracting or expanding; there were 13 commercial aquaculture lease holders and one 
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scientific lease holder at the end of 2020 (IE77) which one Producer described as “all kind of 
spread out through the southern part of the state” (P73). Leases are distributed on a first come, 
first serve basis (IE77). 
In 2019, on average, 1.5 acres was being used per leaseholder for oyster aquaculture. 
That year, 1,453,951 oysters were planted in gear, such as baskets, floating bags and cages, and 
bottom cages. As Delaware does not have a commercial oyster hatchery, all cultchless oyster 
seed was originally produced out of state. There is a commercial oyster nursery operating in-
state. 111,649 oysters were harvested from Inland Bay aquaculture in the time period of August 
through December, 2019, with an average dockside price of $.48 each (based on limited data 
and a wide range of prices across producers). (No previous data is available due to the limited 
number of aquaculture businesses harvesting (rule of 3)). Direct-to-consumer sales made up 
under 25% of sales, with the majority of sales being to wholesalers, dealers, and retailers 
(Delaware Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2020). 
Delaware’s Inland Bays require that oysters are planted in gear (Delaware Division of 
Fish & Wildlife, 2020). This is due to the bays’ sandy bottoms, which cannot host oyster reefs; 
therefore all oysters in the inland bays are cultchless and grow in containers. (IE77). Oysters 
grown by aquaculture in DE are required to be finished on the bottom, in cages for 21 days 
(P87; P73).  
Through Delaware’s SADA areas, each lessee can lease up to 5 acres in Rehoboth Bay 
and Indian River Bay combined, plus another 5 acres in Little Assawoman Bay for the on bottom 
culture of Hard Clams alone (IE77; Delaware Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2020). An interviewee 
noted that the 5-acre limit presents an incentive to find a “way to get around that” explaining 
that the state is developing the industry “as a cottage industry” limiting business growth unless 
ways to work around the acreage limit are identified (P87). This Producer described that they 
want their products to continue to attract premium pricing by remaining “boutique,” while at 
the same time, the company hopes to increase their acreage to boost production and revenue. 
Another Producer in the state (P73) described it as “a lot of restrictions to ensure that you're 
not going to be like a hobbyist... it is geared towards a commercial production level but it's also 
limited to prevent it from being an industrial production level.”   
All leaseholders are required to submit monthly reports about their planting and 
harvesting (Delaware Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2020). Additionally, lessees must have their 
acreage surveyed. An interviewed Producer noted that DNREC offers this service at no cost 
(about a $500 value), though it might be on a slower timeline than if a lessee used a third-party 
surveyor (P87). Growers are also required to mark their acreage, which an Industry Expert 
(IE49) said could be costly and can create:  “a lot of user conflicts… it's a fiasco.”   
A Delaware harvester’s permit must be provided to at least one person per aquaculture 
lease and requires the harvester to pass a basic harvest safety test. While this permit is free of 
charge for one person per lease, there is a $25 fee for additional harvesters permits (P59). The 
harvester permit maintains sanitation requirements, including shade for shellfish, restrictions 
on animals near the farm, and other sanitation concerns (P59). This is the basic level permitting, 
which allows growers to harvest their oysters and sell them to a dealer on the same day. 
Additional licenses and permits allow growers to expand storage and distribution activities, for 
example, growers can get permits to: sell direct-to-consumer within the state; sell across state 
lines; store oysters in refrigeration; implement shucking and packing to sell processed oysters. 
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Obtaining a shellfish shippers permit requires inspections by the federal government (P86). 
(P73). At least two interviewees obtained additional permits to reduce the amount of time 
spent on distribution activities: “we did everything we needed to do to become a shellfish 
shipper. So that way we can store the products, so we don't have to harvest every day and be 
hauling oysters around everywhere, since there's just two of us... we are the retail side, we are 
the oyster growers, so you know, very busy scenario” (P73).  
Generally, the DE Producers interviewed spoke positively about the support that is 
provided by the state and partner organizations, such as DE Sea Grant. A Producer stated that 
the application and permitting process took them about 6 months to complete, thanks in part 
to the support from and communication with the state: “It's very responsive process… [DNREC] 
would just call you on the phone and be like, ‘hey you've skipped line 13. Tell me what the 
answer is... we can keep the ball rolling’” (P73).   
 
3. NJ Regulations 
In New Jersey, the oyster industry is managed by the Bureau of Shellfisheries, within the 
NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife of the NJ Department of Environmental Protection (DEP). The 
Bureau of Shellfisheries is responsible for developing and implementing marine resource 
protection plans. The industry takes place in two distinct geographic areas- the Atlantic Coast 
and Delaware Bay- and occurs through 3 methods: Public Wild Harvest; Wild Harvest from 
Natural Seed Beds; and Aquaculture. 
In 1996, NJ established a Task Force to analyze and make recommendations for the 
state’s oyster production (Canzonier, 2004). The oyster industry in NJ has been recovered 
thanks to research, partnerships, and conservation efforts that rebuilt infrastructure for a 
successful industry. About 2 million bushels of shell were planted in Delaware Bay over about 5 
years Hall (2017). Shell plantings continue, through partnerships such as Rutgers University’s 
partnership with Bayshore Center at Bivalve. Bayshore’s visitors can participate in creating shell 
bags, which are then provided to Rutgers for planting along the shorelines; each shell bag can 
provide cultch for about 3,000 oysters (IE91).  
New Jersey’s oyster grounds in Delaware Bay consist of a significantly larger area than 
Delaware’s portion (MacKenzie, 1996) and still provides the bulk of oyster production in the 
state (IE21). The state tends to hold second or third place nation-wide in terms of oyster 
production, depending on the year (IE91), mostly due to harvest from natural seed beds, with 
aquaculture adding to state-wide production. In 2019, almost 7 million oysters were farmed in 
the state, and about 100,000 bushels (about 26.6 million oysters) were harvested from seed 
beds (IE75).  While seed bed harvest provides the most volume, the value of each aquaculture 
oyster is higher than their wild caught counterparts (IE35). Oysters are an industry worth about 
$30M to the state of NJ (IE91).  
Environmental concerns, including the migratory red knot shorebird, have informed 
management decisions. The NJ DEP established a committee of stakeholders, including 
representatives from conservation organizations, aquaculture, academia, and others to 
determine ways for oyster farming to take place along with environmental and endangered 
species act restrictions. Furthermore, climate change threatens the industry, both in terms of 
increasing salinity, which can lead to diseases, and influxes of fresh water due to flash 
flooding.  (Hall, 2017). 
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a) NJ Public Wild Harvest 
NJ residents are permitted to harvest oysters on approved and designated public oyster 
grounds (Scott’s Bait and Tackle, n.d.; IE91). Public harvesters must have a shellfish license to 
do so (NJ Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2021), which cost $10 and allows the taking of up to 150 
shellfish per day (Wayne, 2019). Harvesting must take place between sunrise and sunset, 
Monday through Saturday. Dredging is not permitted on public oyster grounds; harvesters must 
harvest by hand or hand tools (such as tongs). The state of NJ designates the opening of 
publicly available oyster beds, primarily on the Delaware Bay, but sometimes on the Atlantic 
Coast depending on recruitment and management decisions (IE21).  
 
b) NJ Commercial Harvest from Natural Seed Beds 
NJ manages about 35,000 acres in the Delaware bay as “natural seedbeds,” used for 
wild commercial oyster harvest (IENJ). Harvesting from natural seed beds dates to the late 
1800s, considered an aquaculture practice then; Delaware Bay was stocked with shell for 
recruitment and the state managed harvesting (IE21). This is similar to today’s natural seed bed 
harvests. One Interview Expert (IE81) discussed this practice, noting that it reflects “an 
interesting compromise” between management practices in areas of Long Island Sound, which 
had privatized oyster grounds, and those of the Chesapeake Bay, where, historically, leasing 
oyster beds was frowned upon. Utilizing New Jersey’s oyster beds only as seed stock allowed 
the state to lease out specific areas of the bay that would otherwise not have anything growing 
(IE81). 
    The Delaware Bay Direct Market Dredge Fishery allows the harvesting of oysters from NJ’s 
natural seed beds in Delaware Bay by using a dredge. Oyster dredge license holders pay a 
$2 fee per bushel harvested; licenses must be renewed annually (New Jersey Administrative 
Code, 2021). An Industry Expert (IE35) described the $2/bushel fee as “self-imposed” saying 
that funds generated are managed by the Shellfish Council and the State and used to plant 
oyster shell and to move oysters to parts of the bay in need (IE35). The harvest season is 
generally from April through November. Commercial oyster harvesting using hand tongs is 
permitted in certain areas of Delaware Bay and in some areas of the Atlantic Coast, among 
individuals who hold Commercial Shellfish Licenses. The cost of a commercial shellfish license is 
$50 for residents and $250 for out-of-state individuals. Dredge and hand tong harvesters must 
ensure that shells are redistributed back into the water. (NJ Division of Fish & Wildlife Marine 
Fisheries Administration, 2020). 
There are 80 commercial oyster dredge licenses available within New Jersey, and that 
number is finite. At this point, a license can only be obtained through purchase or gift from a 
current owner (IE35). Because the state allows for consolidated licenses, one oyster dredge can 
hold up to 6 licenses, allowing that vessel to harvest quotas for all licenses held (New Jersey 
Administrative Code, 2021). To maintain sustainable harvests, the state implements a quota 
that changes year-to-year depending on conditions. The number is set after a series of 
meetings with representatives from Rutgers University, the State Department of Environmental 
Protection, and commercial oystermen. The total standing stock is discussed, and a quota is 
established at no more than 4% the total standing stock (IE35). According to one Industry 
Expert (IE35), management and harvests levels are successfully sustaining oyster populations, 
and in 2021, commercial harvesters could harvest 1,400 bushels per license per year. This 
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Expert recalled that in the past, a boat holding 1,000 bushels would harvest 1,000 bushels per 
day for a month. Commercial harvesting from the state’s seed beds can be conducted Monday 
through Friday, after sunrise and before 3:30pm, and notifications of intent to harvest and 
harvest conducted must be provided to the Bureau of Shellfisheries on any harvest day (New 
Jersey Administrative Code, 2021). 
Dredge vessels can lease ground from the state in Delaware Bay or the Atlantic Coast, 
the latter carrying more restrictions. Leases are approved by the Delaware Bay Section of the 
New Jersey Shellfisheries Council (the Council) and allow commercial harvesters to transplant 
harvested oysters from natural seed beds to leased grounds. Leases can be renewed annually 
(New Jersey Administrative Code, 2021). About 30,000 acres of the bottom of Delaware Bay are 
leased to commercial harvesters of both oysters and clams; leasing is not available for areas 
that naturally productive, so that those areas can be available for recreational harvest (NJ 
Division of Fish & Wildlife, 2021).  
Commercial harvesters are required to submit weekly harvest numbers to the state’s 
Department of Health, for tracking purposes (IE21). Additionally, the state requires that each 
commercial harvester submit a final harvest report once they have harvested their annual 
quota (New Jersey Administrative Code, 2021). In some cases, the Division of Fish & Wildlife 
requires seed bed harvesters to relocate certain numbers of seed oysters from one natural seed 
bed location to another natural seed bed location. Specific landing sites for all oysters 
harvested from Delaware Bay, the Delaware River, and tributaries have been established and 
are posted by the Division of Fish & Wildlife’s Delaware Bay Office (New Jersey Administrative 
Code, 2021). 
Almost 100,000 bushels of wild oysters are harvested annually (IE21); while there is 
some direct-to-consumer selling by wild harvesters, most sales are wholesalers (IE20). An 
Industry Expert (IE35) estimated that the value of the wild caught industry in New Jersey is 
between $30-$40 million, with bushels selling for about $50, and 266 oysters per bushel. This 
Expert noted that there are about 4 dealers who purchase oysters from wild harvesters, and 
that is currently one active shucking house in the state, owned by someone from Delaware. 
Oyster dealers who sell oysters from Delaware Bay, the Delaware River and their tributaries are 
required to submit weekly reports to the Division of Fish & Wildlife (New Jersey Administrative 
Code, 2021).  
 
c) NJ Aquaculture 
Aquaculture leases are approved by the New Jersey Shellfisheries Council, for both the 
Atlantic Coast and the Delaware Bay. Individuals interested in acquiring a lease first apply with 
the state DEP, and then go to a Shellfisheries Council meeting to seek approval for their lease. If 
approved, the State DEP administers the lease. (IE21). The State also maintains the power to 
override the Shellfish Council’s decision (IE26).  
Oyster aquaculture in New Jersey takes place in 4 counties total, in Delaware Bay and on 
the Atlantic Coast (Calvo, 2018). There are more areas available for aquaculture leases on the 
Atlantic Coast than there are in Delaware Bay (IE26); however, Atlantic Coast aquaculture 
growers tend to focus on clams (IE21). As of 2017, there were about a dozen oyster farms on 
the Atlantic Coast and 16 in Delaware Bay and the harvest for the year was projected to be 
around 124,000 bushels (Hall, 2017). During an interview, an Industry Expert estimated that 
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there are about 30 oyster farms in the state (IE75). Another Industry Expert noted that there 
are some areas that are leased that aren’t in use (IE26).  
Leasing in the Delaware Bay is administered by NJDEP in the Delaware Bay. The 
Department established Aquaculture Development Zones (ADZs), which are pre-permitted 
areas for aquaculture (IE21). The State developed the ADZs to promote the aquaculture 
industry through reducing the application burden, including needs to consider environmental 
issues, federal considerations, and water use conflicts. Like the DE aquaculture leasing system, 
the fact that these areas are pre-approved by the state and the federal government alleviates 
that responsibility among applicants (NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife, 2019). Three ADZ sites 
have been developed, though the two deep-water areas were unoccupied as of 2019; the third 
is a nearshore area (NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife, 2019). As one Industry Expert (IE35) 
explained, in the ADZs, “All you have to do is pay the fee, buy your gear and stake up your 
corners and you're good to go.” Demand for the nearshore area is higher than the deep-water 
sites due to accessibility; there is currently a relatively long list of applications that the state is 
reviewing (IE21). Aquaculture harvests in Delaware Bay tend to be about 15% of the production 
of the wild harvest, which is about 4 million oysters currently (IE21). This is an increase from 
about 2 million oysters grown by aquaculture in the state in 2016, which had jumped from 
about 1.5 million in 2012 (Calvo, 2018).  
An Industry Expert (IE35) estimated that aquaculture oysters sell for about $1 to $1.50 
retail or about 60 cents wholesale. In 2016, just 19% of aquaculture farmed oysters were sold 
wholesale, at prices anywhere from $.35 to $.70; that year oysters sold through retail markets 
cost from $.66 to $1 (Calvo, 2018). Reflecting on industry growth, an Expert (26) noted that 
more people are realizing that aquaculture is “a pretty good business for...a lot of people.” 
 
4. Demographics: Production in MD, NJ, DE 
This section will discuss demographic information gleaned from interviews with 
Producers in MD, DE, and NJ. Producers who were interviewed were involved in oyster 
aquaculture. It is important to note here that the modern oyster aquaculture industry functions 
very differently from the historic oyster industries within each of these states. It was noted that 
the demographics of today’s aquaculture industry may be younger and of a different 
background, with different skillsets, than historic watermen, with some people getting into the 
business without a commercial fishing background. (IE77). One Producer described this: “I think 
we're sort of the first outsiders” (P62). An aquacultural development specialist in New Jersey 
described people who are getting into the aquaculture industry as “innovators” (Hall, 2017). 
Anecdotal information about the demographics of the current wild harvest industries 
was gleaned from interviews. In MD and NJ, the labor that was once made up of people of 
African descent, on boats and in shucking houses, now consists of people from Latin America, 
sometimes seasonally through work Visas (IE14; IE91; P69). 
    Throughout my conversations, there was acknowledgement that individuals who own 
oystering businesses are primarily white, currently. However, it was also acknowledged that 
Black watermen continue to work the water, some families having been working in fisheries for 
generations (DE49). The organization, Blacks on the Chesapeake, was mentioned as 




a) Producers in MD, NJ, DE 
13 individuals who were interviewed were considered “Producers” based on their 
current or recent (within a year of interviews) employment in or ownership of a commercial 
oyster farm operation. Researchers, Industry Experts, and other individuals (including, for 
example, oyster shuckers) not currently or recently employed in a commercial, for-profit oyster 
business are not included in this data, though some were asked Producer questions based on 
their experiences in the industry.   
100% of Producers interviewed were involved in aquaculture; 1 person stated that he 
holds a wild caught license but contracts it out to someone else. 7 Producers interviewed had 
prior experience in commercial fisheries or research or employment in the field of aquaculture.  
During interviews, I asked 3 primary demographic questions, asking interviewees to self-
identify: race, gender, and age. The data show limited gender and racial diversity in the 
industry. One person mentioned that they believe there is only one person of color oyster 
aquaculture lease holder in MD (P66). 
12 Producers interviewed currently own or are currently employed by a private, 
commercial oyster aquaculture company. Of these 12 active, current owners or employees of a 
commercial enterprise: 
o 11 are White 
o 11 identified as Men 
o 7 are 40 - 59 
o 1 is under the age of 40 























Fig 1: Self-identified Race of 12 
Producers interviewed who currently 
own or are currently employed by a 
private, commercial oyster 
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There was acknowledgement by 7 Producers that the industry had consisted of many 
Black watermen historically, with one saying that it was just an assumption; 1 interviewee said 
that he had “no idea” about the demographics of the historic industry. When discussing 
diversity within the industry, both historically and modern-day, 4 Producers referred to 
systemic barriers that may limit demographic diversity in the industry, such as lack of exposure, 
marginalization, and historic Black laws and codes. There was some mention of the fact that 
many aquaculture businesses are too small to employ people, which leads to seeking help from 
friends and family, who are also white. 
 
5. Challenges / Barriers to Diversification 
The following information was taken from interviews with 13 Industry Experts and 12 
Producers representing the 3 states studied. Some were interviewed with a mix of Producer, 
Industry Expert, or Food Justice questions, depending on their role or experience. This data 
includes: 9 interviewees from NJ, 6 interviewees from DE, and 10 interviewees from MD. 
 
a) Top Barriers to Diversity 
Barriers that may be limiting socio-economic diversification within the industry were 
identified and grouped together into codes. The top barriers identified were coded as: Access 
to Financial Resources; Permitting and Licensing Processes; Access to the Waterfront; Gender / 
Racial Bias, Discrimination, or a Lack of Diversity within the Industry; Exposure to the Industry; 
Exclusivity of the Industry; Experience on the Water; Industry Support; and Other Barriers.  
Fig. 5 below shows the percent of individuals interviewed who mentioned each of the 
top 8 Barriers to Entry, by state and the aggregate. Fig 6 illustrates the numbers of mentions of 
each of the top 8 Barriers to Entry among all individuals, total and disaggregated by 
state. Access to financial resources had the highest number of mentions (31) during interviews 
and was mentioned by the highest percentage of individuals in DE. Permit application and 
licensing processes had the second highest number of mentions and were mentioned by the 
highest percentage among individuals in MD. Overall exposure to and awareness of the 
industry had the third highest number of mentions, total. A lack of existing socio-economic 
diversity, or racial or gender bias or discrimination was mentioned by 66% of interviewees who 
represented one of the 3 states and did not identify as white male. Therefore, the percentage 
Fig 3: Self-identified age of 12 
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Producers interviewed who currently 
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of individuals who mentioned bias and discrimination by state in reflects the numbers of 
individuals interviewed who are not white males; the 0 in DE, should not be interpreted as an 
insignificant or non-existent barrier.  Analysis of these barriers is discussed below
Fig. 6. Top 8 Barriers to Entry mentioned by % interviewed Industry Experts and Producers in 
each of the 3 states studied, plus aggregate for all 3 states. Information was gleaned by coding 
interviews, including answers to the questions: Did you find it challenging to enter the industry? 
How easy is it for someone to get into the oyster business in this region now? What are the 
challenges? What are your thoughts on the oyster industry in terms of demographic diversity? 
Do folks who own businesses in the industry reflect a diverse mix of races? Why or why not? 
Fig. 7. Barriers to Entry # of Mentions. Top 8 Barriers to Entry by number of mentions by 
interviewed Industry Experts and Producers in each of the 3 states studied, plus aggregate for all 3 
states. Information was gleaned by coding interviews, including answers to the questions: Did you 
find it challenging to enter the industry? How easy is it for someone to get into the oyster business 
in this region now? What are the challenges? What are your thoughts on the oyster industry in 
terms of demographic diversity? Do folks who own businesses in the industry reflect a diverse mix 




b) Barriers to Diversity: Detail  
i. Access to Capital 
“I don't see diversity on the business owner side, and I think one part of it is access to 
capital” (IE14) stated an Industry Expert from MD, while an Industry Expert from DE shared the 
sentiment: “If you don't have means, it's hard to get involved.” Capital for start-up business 
expenses, and capital to get through a year or two without income were the most mentioned 
barriers to entry, grouped together as “Access to Capital” here. This was mentioned by 16 
Oyster Producers and Industry Experts (and by 1 Food Justice Expert who is not from the 
region). One person stated that “access to capital is a gigantic issue, has always been” and went 
on to say that “this is not a low intensity capital enterprise.” When asked what might be 
creating low racial diversity within the industry, one interviewee asked, “Who else can afford 
it?”   
However, the fact that the need for capital is not unique to aquaculture, but a barrier 
for entrepreneurs in any industry was also mentioned. One person compared the cost of 
starting an oyster aquaculture business with startup costs for other small businesses, “I don't 
think it's… off the charts,” while another interviewee noted that some people don’t think the 
costs are “such a big deal.” One Industry Expert questioned broadly, “where do you get the 
capital to be an entrepreneur?” reinforcing the idea that access to capital may be a barrier for a 
prospective entrepreneur in any industry. 
The challenge of spending a year or more without income while building an aquaculture 
business was specifically mentioned, with one person noting that “it takes a couple years to get 
your crop through…  I suspect that's a significant barrier to entry to many people, just the sheer 
economics of it.” One person noted the need for outside funds or income: “If it takes… 9 
months, 12 months… before you get something that you can sell, that's an awful lot of time to 
sit and wait… you have to have other employment somewhere.” Starting an aquaculture 
business during retirement, while having “a pension or two” and “a little time” was stated by 
one person as being helpful when entering the business.  
Maryland has a unique loan program, the Maryland Agricultural & Resource-Based 
Industry Development Corporation (MARBIDCO) for agriculture business development. This 
program was mentioned often by individuals within MD and from other states. Through 
MARBIDCO’s Maryland Shellfish Aquaculture Financing Fund Program, aquaculture growers can 
borrow up to $100,000, with up to 40% of the principle being forgivable and payments on the 
principle being deferred for the first 3 years, to support businesses in the years prior to having 
marketable product (Maryland Agricultural & Resource-Based Industry Development 
Corporation, 2018). However, limitations in using the loan were discussed. MARBIDCO does not 
cover the cost of a boat, a significant expense. Additionally, comfort in, and success in, applying 
were discussed by interviewees. One Industry Expert discussed the specifics of the loan, mixed 
with the uncertainty of income, that might limit the diversity of applicants: “not everybody's 
comfortable taking out a loan… and it's and it's not necessarily a sure thing. And so that… I do 
think, is a challenge, keeping people from getting in and really growing...you're going to put all 
this money into it and you don't necessarily have any kind of a guarantee on the back end of… 
what you're going to get out and when.” The need to show a personal balance sheet was noted 
as a potential barrier to diversity by a Producer: “They do want to see a personal balance sheet 
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for every person that applies to the loan. So obviously, if you're already in student debt or you 
have, you know, standing debt or you’re upside down… I would imagine someone’s personal 
balance sheet... factors in heavily, into who gets those loans.” This Producer noted 
discrepancies in wealth and income, based on race, that may be barriers to access to loans. 
One Industry Expert in Delaware discussed the need for improvements and unique 
potential barriers. The MARBIDCO program was noted as a model: “Delaware currently does 
not have a good [loan] structure in place… like Maryland has the MARBIDCO program. You 
know they've got some really, you know, innovative ways to kind of put dollars into the industry 
and kind of help people get started, so in that sense, I think Delaware... is very much lacking” 
(IE49). This interviewee also noted that Delaware is unique in requiring that a specific amount 
of funding be set aside by each oyster farmer, bonded, as a type of insurance in case the farm 
fails and the state needs to clean up any equipment left out, describing this as “unusual” and 
perhaps adding to the financial barrier. This interviewee also noted that a hesitancy among 
lenders to loan to new aquaculture businesses may be a barrier to capital, describing that some 
loans that were made early in the industry’s resurgence did not meet the loan requirements 
and may have increased reluctance among lenders. (IE49) 
 
ii. Permitting and Licensing: Application Processes; Protests; Limited Wild Harvest 
Licenses Available (NJ Only) 
14 individuals mentioned permitting or licensing processes as being challenges in getting 
started or possible barriers to entry: 7 in MD, 2 in DE, and 5 in NJ. In Maryland (5 people) and 
New Jersey (1 person), individuals discussed not only the application process but also the 
protest period. 
From individuals in Maryland, regarding time from submitting one’s permit to getting 
approval to launch their enterprises, experiences ranged from 2 to 4.5 years. I was told: “The 
process is lengthy... the applications and the permits, that is somewhat of a barrier, but 
they've… got that down pretty good now. I think, from start to finish, you can do it in about a 
year if you don't have a lot of protests….   It took about 2 years to get through the approval 
process.”  Another interviewee stated, “Virginia- it takes a few months to get your permit then 
you're off to the races… Maryland takes up to two to three years… when you're starting a 
company and you don't really have that much money, you're just trying to get it going, that's a 
lot for a small business.”  At least one individual considers the protest process somewhat built 
into the framework, saying, “you have to notify everybody that you're going to do it... It's 
almost a knee jerk response on the part of some of these people to oppose it, and the 
opposition is supported by a legal framework that has developed sort of a standard set of 
complaints and criticisms... that they put forward… every single case over and over… again. 
Delay. Delay. Delay. Delay.”  Combating misrepresentation of the aquaculture industry was an 
additional step mentioned within the complications from protests: “trying to educate the 
landowners of what we were really trying to do because, you know, they had a whole 
misrepresentation of the industry… thought we'd be out there and boats all time hours of the 
day and night.” One interviewee shared the sentiment that was process was more drawn out 
and elevated than necessary, “They turned it into a political football and they dragged me 
down, to even the county level seeking approval, which is totally not needed, that is done at 
the state level,” and saying that “if a waterman or watermen group doesn't like a lease being 
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issued, they're going to fight it no matter who the applicant is” (P66). Two Producers described 
the opposition during the protest period and public hearings as becoming personal.   
Most individuals highlighted Delaware’s organized and streamlined process, which 
incorporates Army of Corps of Engineers requirements and eliminates the need for a protest 
period. However, I still heard feedback from one person that the process is lengthy. This 
Producer noted that “the paperwork... was the biggest hold up… you had to outline every little 
detail and, if it … wasn't put them specifically the way they wanted it” (P86). Another Producer 
explained that it might be difficult for someone to begin and complete the process who hasn’t 
navigated similar governmental regulations: “for somebody who's not dealt with regulatory 
issues... I know how the mechanisms of government work, I know how to pull those strings and 
it still took me that long [7 months]... so you could see how that would become a detriment to 
somebody…  that's a significant challenge to folks who might want to get into the production 
side of this” (P87). One Producer noted that the requirement of having a business plan led to a 
frustrating review of “picky stuff” by DNREC, which may have been easily adjusted through 
discussion, but “rather than have a conversation about what will work they just tell you what 
doesn't work and they don't give you any hint on how to rebuild this thing so that it looks right” 
(P87). Specific to Delaware, one person brought up the permits that are specific to importing 
seed, saying that there are testing requirements that are unique to Delaware that may be a 
challenge to entrepreneurs, due to the extra costs. 
From NJ, I heard that “the real impediment is the lease. So, there you got a couple 
years, probably… by the time you get through the process you're looking at years.” One person 
noted that “I think barriers are… that it's a complex permitting system, a lot of people don't 
make it through that or understand that.” The wild harvest industry was brought up by 4 people 
in NJ who spoke about the fact that there is a fixed, limited number of wild harvest licenses 
available in the state. One person had heard that there was an offer of around $400,000 
recently and that the last one “sold for $250,000 with a boat.” Some licenses are not currently 
in use; people hold them for future value or to pass on to the next generation. Consolidation of 
these licenses by “a few big players” was also mentioned (P75). The protest period in New 
Jersey was mentioned as relevant to Atlantic Coasts leases, but not much of an issue in 
Delaware Bay (due to the state’s more streamlined, and pre-approved siting of aquaculture in 
the Bay); the interviewee compared the protest process to a “right of first refusal” process, 
noting that neighbors need to be informed of aquaculture activities near their property.  
 
iii. Waterfront Access: Waterfront Workspace; Dock Access; Living within the 
vicinity of the water 
Access to the waterfront was mentioned in 3 ways: waterfront workspace, dock access, 
and living within the vicinity of the water. 3 people in each state mentioned these barriers.  
An Industry Expert in DE explained the need to live nearby and how this may limit the 
number of individuals entering the industry: “It requires a lot of touches of the oysters and 
clams and people have to be out there, maintaining the equipment and tumbling and washing 
and all of that, and so there is a proximity that is required… they have to at least be in the 
immediate area, we can't draw from a wider locale.” Three people in DE mentioned the lack of 
public or commercial dock space and the lack of space to work near the water. This challenge 
can result in oyster farmers having to bring their gear out of the water and trailer it inland to 
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get their work done. A Producer in DE compared this to MD and VA: “I visited places in Virginia 
and Maryland where these guys have these waterfront… properties that they work from and 
they can dump all their stuff there and it's like, man, how nice would this be?”   
However, the lack of waterfront workspace was also mentioned by 3 individuals in 
reference to the MD industry, with one Producer saying that most farmers already own 
waterfront property: “Probably the biggest challenge getting off the ground was finding a 
suitable spot. You know, a number of these farms have… waterfront property that someone 
associated with the farm owns or acquired.” (P62) 
A NJ Industry Expert shared the sentiment that waterfront property may be a barrier: 
“finding a property... you have a boat on your dock, and you want to do… a farm in this area, 
well there might not be leases available in that area. You might not be able to get permitted in 
that area… So…. if I have to do it over there and I don't… have a dock edge or whatever I’m not 
[going to]… trailer my boat there.” Another NJ Industry Expert described the changing 
demographics of waterfront towns as a possible barrier to a more diversified industry. They 
stated that people have been moving out of waterfront areas and there are not a lot of younger 
people moving in and staying. And a third said that waterfront property owners actually own 
into the Delaware Bay: “There’s a host of issues in the intertidal in New Jersey, because of old… 
the state doesn't like to talk about it, but the people that own the waterfront down there often 
either own out into the bay or have the rights to lease in the bay.”   
 
iv. Racial or Gender Bias and Lack of Representation 
“It's hard, if you look at an industry that's totally made up of white guys, it's hard to see 
yourself in it.” The barrier of bias and lack of representation came up in 3 ways: gender bias, 
racial discrimination, and existing lack of diversity in the industry. Of the 9 people interviewed 
who represented MD, DE or NJ, and do not identify as white males, 6 (66%) mentioned either 
bias, discrimination, or lack of diversity as potentially being a barrier to creating a socio-
economically diverse industry.  
Gender bias was mentioned by females, with one person saying, “... everybody wanted 
me to do… social media, or… take care of the juveniles… take care of the nursery… none of 
the… running the boat, turning, harvesting, tumbling” (IE10). This person described the sense 
that it was due to her gender, noticing that males who entered the industry were treated with a 
“starting assumption that they knew how to tie knots, they knew how to run a boat, they knew 
how to turn cages, and whether that was true or not, those assumptions did not apply here.” 
This person did mention that conversations with other women in the industry shed light on 
similar experiences. Another female who was interviewed described an experience saying, 
“sometimes I just get frustrated about... that.”  
Racial discrimination was mentioned by a Food Justice Expert in the region as “truly 
important to the reason why we don't have that many you know BLACK people... on the bay 
today.” Another person described that racial bias may have been a contributing factor during a 
protest process. 
The lack of representation of people who are not white was also stated as a limiting 
factor, regarding employment in state agencies in the industry “we don't think we belong, and 
part of it is because we don't see anyone that looks like us there.” A different person 
mentioned being the only one with their racial identity at an industry meeting. 
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The lack of racial diversity in NJ shore towns was brought up by an Expert from that 
state. “There were Black captains, they had their own boats and then their children have moved 
away” and describing the decreasing numbers of Black families in the area, specifically in Point 
Norris, “at one time… there was a lot, and, and now there's not.” 
 
v. Exposure to Industry 
A general lack of awareness that the oyster industry, wild or farmed, is a career option 
or an entrepreneurial opportunity was mentioned by individuals in all 3 states. One Industry 
Expert commented that people are unlikely to get involved in oyster aquaculture unless there is 
some introduction to, or connection with, the industry, such as “some type of lesson or some 
common history, or attachment to oysters or the water” (IE17). 
The need to further promote the industry was brought up by 3 people in New Jersey. “I 
feel like a lot of it does kind of have to come back to awareness, I mean some people aren't 
even aware that it is a career.” Another person noted that there may be greater awareness 
among people living on the shore than in inland communities. A third Industry Expert explained, 
“I think a lot of people don't even appreciate it as an option, right, in terms of aquaculture 
oyster farming. It's like, who even knows about it, and what was your exposure to… did you 
have the exposure to even become introduced to it?” 
In DE, the challenge to widely promote the industry was mentioned by a Producer and 
an Industry Expert, the former stating that if you weren’t specifically seeking it out online you 
may not know about it. A lack of funds for advertising was mentioned by the Industry Expert as 
a limitation to reaching potentially interested people who aren’t already connected to or 
involved in the industry.  
In MD, the lack of exposure was brought up specifically regarding the lack of socio-
economic diversity in the industry, with a Food Justice Expert discussing that people of color 
may not envision seafood generally as a career option, because 1) “they don't think they have a 
place” and 2) environmental education is lacking in urban areas.  
 
vi. Exclusiveness and Institutional Knowledge  
Institutional knowledge, particularly regarding personal relationships and actors in the 
industry, and a sense of exclusivity were mentioned by 4 interviewees.  
1 Industry Expert from MD discussed “the Chesapeake Bay Game” as being exclusive 
and difficult to enter, and that it is hard to “find the on ramp.”  A Producer in MD discussed 
“connections and who you know” saying that it, “kind of helps, like, oh, that's your last name, I 
know your dad.” 
A NJ interviewee recounted a conversation with someone whose family was in the 
business for several generations. The person provided the advice: “if you're new to this 
business, it takes a while to find out who is honorable and who is not.”  The interviewee 
explained that even the process of finding a location for your lease can be challenging “unless 
you're one of the locals who knows all this stuff because Granddad told him about it, or 
something like that.”  This person also described a successful business as having “ the links 
within the industry, you know, how to market, you know, how to get things through the 
system.”  This sentiment was echoed by another Industry Expert in NJ, who stated that “when 




vii. Experience on the Water 
2 people in DE, 1 in MD and 1 in NJ discussed experience on the water as being a 
potential barrier to entry.  One person described this as, “being comfortable on the water, 
being familiar with the water and just sort of… being okay on a boat.”  
 
viii. Lack of Industry Support / Technical Assistance 
2 people in MD, 1 in DE, and 1 in NJ mentioned difficulty accessing technical assistance 
in the application process, business plan development, and aquaculture farming. 2 were female 
and one is an aspiring oyster farmer. 1 person described that it was difficult to get information 
or assistance from aquaculture growers when they were starting out in the industry. An 
interviewee from DE described being made aware of a business plan Expert who was available 
to assist after they had already gone through the process of developing their business plan. This 
person also described the information provided by the state as “thrown at you” and 
“intimidating.” 
 
ix. Other:  Labor / Hard work ; Unreliable Income; User Conflicts; Common 
Challenges among growers 
Lack of reliability in terms of harvest, product and income was mentioned by a NJ 
Industry Expert who compared it to farming in general and noted that it must be difficult to be 
in a line of work in which you can’t “count on a certain income every year.” The issue of user 
conflicts with waterways was also brought up by a person in NJ.  
The fact that oyster aquaculture and oystering in general is hard work and requires 
difficult day-to-day labor was mentioned as a possible barrier to entry as well. An Industry 
Expert in DE described, “I think that the biggest issue is probably desire… I think you know 
people are interested in the technology, but you know, not everybody wants to be a farmer 
because farming is hard work... I think people are interested, but they don't necessarily really 
want to work that hard.” And someone from NJ mentioned that while they see “some young 
people” on the oyster boats, they question whether it is a” dying breed or a dying trade of 
people willing to work that hard on the water and work that hard for their living.” This was 
echoed by an Industry Expert in MD (IE14) who commented that young people aren’t getting 
into the business and youth with generational roots in the industry are being encouraged by 
their parents to look for work in other industries.   
Finally, one person brought up specific traumatic family experiences related to the bay, 
specifically speaking about their father’s death on the water. This came up twice. While the 
trauma wasn’t race related, it demonstrates that historical trauma within a family or 
community can inform future generations’ decisions and life paths. This person noted that they 
and their siblings didn’t go into the business, stating twice that their family’s traumatic 
experience with the bay may have played a role in their decisions not to enter the industry.  
 
6. Demographics:  Consumption 
a) Consumers Historically 
Mass oyster consumption in cities during the peak of the industry was facilitated by 
industry development on the Maurice River and in Bivalve, with financial investment from 
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railroad companies (Chiarappa 2018a). Development included shipping facilities and shucking 
houses (Chiarappa 2018a). With this increased activity in the industry, linkages were created 
between merchants, restaurateurs, elected officials, scientists, and African Americans who 
came up from the Chesapeake Bay to work in the industry on boats and in shucking houses. 
(Chiarappa 2018a). 
Philadelphia, for example, with its history rooted in maritime trade given that it is a 
riverfront city about 100 miles inland from Delaware Bay (Pagon, 2011), had high oyster 
consumption towards the end of the 1800s. The city’s 1 million people consumed up to a dozen 
each per week in the height of the season. Oysters were featured in over 2,400 of the city’s 
bars, restaurants, and saloons; additionally, more than 150 peddlers and street stands brought 




b) Today’s Oyster Consumers: Barriers 
Oysters are rich in nutrients and provide a variety of ecosystem services; increased 
access would benefit populations facing food insecurity and nutrition insecurity, while 
benefiting the coastal environment. Oysters are high in protein, with multiple minerals and 
vitamins, according to Delaware Sea Grant (2020). Oysters provide omega-3 fatty acids, key for 
a healthy diet.  Shellfish are a high nutrition seafood item without the high levels of mercury 
found in some higher food chain fish (Mozaffarian & Rimm, 2020). 
Current consumption of oysters is well below historical levels. Oyster consumption saw 
a 48% decline between 1971 and 1991, primarily because of contamination worries among the 
general public; during that same time frame, usage of the product fell from 15 different 
methods to about 6 by 1991, with an increase in consumption of raw product during the same 
time frame (Lipton and Kirkley, 1992).  
Currently, oyster consumption mostly occurs in restaurants (Viviano, 2020). Meanwhile, 
Baltimore and Philadelphia suffer with high levels of food insecurity and a lack of nutritious 
food consumption among many families. Hunger Free America’s 2018 report on hunger in 
Philadelphia found that over 18% of families in the city experience food insecurity; Feeding 
America states an 11% rate of food insecurity in Baltimore County.  With an abundance of 
nutritious food in coastal waters, there is ample opportunity to boost nutrition and food 
security in both cities.  
Today, much of the region’s wild harvest oysters are shucked and processed prior to 
reaching consumers, while most aquaculture oysters are sold for half-shell consumption. There 
was a sense of oysters being marketed, processed, and sold to two distinct consumer markets 
among Producers and industry experts interviewed. (During the COVID-19 pandemic, more 
oyster farms began shipping raw unprocessed, unshucked oysters directly to consumers 
(Viviano, 2020). The drastically lower rates of consumption now as compared to those of the 
historic industry was also brought up in discussions with interviewees.  
In interviews, it was mentioned that aquaculture oysters demand a higher price point 
than wild oysters, given the greater amount of labor and equipment that is required to produce 
and harvest them, when compared to wild harvested oysters. One Producer compared 
aquaculture oyster consumption to that of craft beers, saying that younger consumers are 
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becoming attracted to the diversity of branded oysters based on the uniqueness of the various 
production areas. While Producers spoke about the importance of building up the consumer 
base of aquaculture oysters, a focus on diversity wasn’t mentioned as the objective. In fact, at 
least one person noted that oyster consumers overall are socio-economically diverse, in large 
part because the Producer sells at and hosts events that get their oysters directly in front of 
large audiences of people. It was noted that there is tension between the desire to greatly 
boost consumption of this nutritious food product among a more socioeconomically diverse 
population and the need to capture a profitable price point to maintain the success of 
aquaculture business ventures.  
Many people noted that state-wide marketing for oyster products isn’t being conducted 
or invested into to the extent that it could be. Particularly in MD, this was brought up in 
comparison to the crab industry and it was noted that marketing oysters at the levels that crabs 
have been marketed, to build that association among residents of and visitors to these states, 
would be beneficial, and the lack thereof is a hindrance to industry success.  
Shucking was mentioned as potentially being a barrier to diversifying oyster 
consumption, noting that shucked oysters at a raw bar or in a restaurant attracts consumers 
with higher levels of disposable income, and that being able to shuck at home is not a skill that 
many people have. 12 Producers and Industry Experts mentioned the fact that oysters were 
widely consumed, affordable, or plentiful in the past.  
 
c) Opportunities  
There may be opportunities to build a more diverse consumer base, particularly in cities 
like Philadelphia and Baltimore, which have historically been urban centers of oyster 
consumption, and may benefit from a resurgence in pride of the product’s role in regional 
development. For example, while Philadelphia is a city with much pride and rich in American 
history, its connection to its maritime history has faded (Pagon, 2011). The City’s maritime 
history is rich; it was once a “Seafood Town” according to Philadelphia Magazine (Tewfik and 
Lammé, November 2020, p. 78). An Industry Expert from Philadelphia shared a similar 
sentiment that “there is a faint recollection among Philadelphians that the oyster was… very 
common and popular, almost like a snack… just so ubiquitous in the city.”  
Being riverfront and about 100 miles from Delaware Bay positioned Philadelphia to be 
at the center of trade. Pagon (2011) describes the influence that Philadelphia had on the 
development of American democracy, and its role as “the center of the Abolitionist movement 
and a network node for the underground railroad” and states, “All of this essential history, all of 
this impact, was explicitly rooted in Philadelphia’s already emergent central importance as an 
open, international maritime center” (para. 3). The city is described as “of two rivers, 
interlinking the interior of the New World to the oceans and ports of the Old” with history 
developing “against the critical background of this city’s rivers, boats, ships, shipyards, canals 
and ports, and the people (of all sorts and of all origins) who developed and worked them” 






A. Systems Map 
The Systems Map on the following page illustrates the connection between historic and 
modern-day systems of race-based discrimination, barriers to entry within the modern-day 
Aquaculture industry, opportunities for Food Justice to promote socioeconomic diversity at the 

































B. RQ1: Is there an opportunity for the Mid-Atlantic oyster industry to adopt the principles 
of Food Justice?  How would this impact the industry overall?   
1. Historic Injustices 
As with terrestrial farming, access to seafood resources was stolen from indigenous 
populations, privatized, and exploited using exploited labor and systems of slavery. 
Disproportionate barriers to advancement, business development, and resource ownership 
existed, benefitting white watermen, and limiting economic opportunity among black 
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watermen. These barriers, coupled with systemic policies and practices that prevented Black 
Americans from participating in the economy equally, may have led to inequitable wealth 
accumulation over generations. 
Wealth accumulation among Black people who are descendants of former slaves has 
been considerably lower than that of white people since the abolishment of the slave trade 
(Miller, 2011). The wealth gap has been greater than the income gap (Barsky, et al 2002); some 
studies seeking to understand the root causes of racial discrepancies in wealth have identified 
structural racism in labor, the housing market, and credit, as being barriers to wealth 
accumulation across generations (Herring & Henderson, 2016). Barriers to business ownership 
and homeownership specifically lead to discrepancies in wealth, stemming from 
disproportionate rates of denials for loans and other opportunities in banking, discrimination 
within the workforce, and limited business opportunities (Herring & Henderson, 2016). 
Federally supported redlining practices that systematically prevented Black Americans from 
acquiring mortgages to purchase land and housing, especially in areas that would have 
increased in value over time, is a significant barrier to wealth accumulation; homeownership is 
a significant factor of wealth for most people (Herring & Henderson; 2016). Today’s racial 
wealth gap could have been somewhat alleviated if land ownership was granted after 
emancipation; instead, Black Americans started off with significantly less assets and wealth 
than whites post slavery (Miller, 2011) and without opportunities to utilize wealth to create 
more wealth (Keister & Moller, 2000).  
As discussed, the historic oyster industries in these three states promoted an 
atmosphere in which business ownership, and even advancement or fair wages within existing 
businesses, was almost impossible for Black People, leading to marginalization within the 
industry. Additionally, many Black laborers did not own their own homes or land, in some cases 
due to transient lifestyles based on seasonal farming and fishing, and perhaps in others, due to 
redlining and discriminatory lending practices. Housing for oyster laborers was subpar, 
unsustainable, and unhealthy. Furthermore, Black laborers would have experienced societal 
discrimination and racism upon entering the workforce, particularly in moving up to the DE Bay 
area from Chesapeake Bay and populating DE Bay towns (Chiarappa, 2018b).  
Skills, capital, relationships, and knowledge get passed down through generations, 
positioning future generations to build on what was accumulated, acquired, and built by the 
previous. In the oyster industry, business ownership was sometimes passed down 
generationally and relationships led to business partnerships that seeded economic growth, for 
those who could fully participate. Throughout the regions studied, relationships facilitated 
advancement and success within the oyster industry and relationship building was much more 
difficult for Black laborers. Working throughout the industry on the oyster boats, in the 
shucking houses, and in the restaurants provided laborers with a valuable, diverse set of skills 
and knowledge. These skills and experiences would have been a foundation on which to build 
future careers, long-term employability, or business development. With a lack of accumulation 
in capital and relationships, negative impacts of discrimination, and a lack of homeownership, 
Black watermen would not have had avenues for individual business development or for the 
passage of skills, knowledge, capital, businesses, and other resources to the next generation. As 
a result, not only are we faced with a history of exploitation of oystermen, but also exploitative 
use of the oyster as a valuable resource, as is shown in the systems map above. Not only would 
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the oyster industry not have been successful without this labor (Chiarappa, 2018b), it may have 
experienced less resource decline if marginalization within the industry did not occur: if the 
intimate knowledge of the marine ecosystem of the watermen and laborers had been 
incorporated into decision-making, or, if equal opportunity for business establishment had 
existed and limited business aggregation, perhaps intensive harvesting could  have been 
avoided (Chiarappa, 2018b).  
 
2.  Opportunity for Food Justice  
Efforts are being made to support the growth of wild oyster populations, and some 
progress has been shown. Still, with estimates that oyster populations have been below 1% of 
their historic population in Maryland waters (Wilberg et al, 2011), it is clear that more action is 
needed to replenish the resource. Given the need for innovative management to promote 
resource growth and industry growth, management practices can be developed into a model 
for Food Justice-based management in the region. Mid-Atlantic oyster industries have an 
opportunity to be recognized as a reflection of the principles of Food Justice through providing 
equitable opportunities for economic development through industry development and 
opportunities for business ownership and positioning the oyster as an affordable, accessible 
source of nutrition. 
The opportunity to adopt principles of Food Justice in management exists for all 3 states 
studied (MD, DE, and NJ). Although more mature than the NJ and DE oyster aquaculture 
industries, Maryland’s Chesapeake Bay industry is still primed to shift towards Food Justice 
focused management; in February 2019, Alison Prost, Executive Director of the Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation, stated that the industry was “just taking off,” and that it was “sort of a pivotal 
moment” when referring to management and leasing challenges (Dance, 2019).  
New aquaculture farmers are entering the industry with capital and a diverse set of 
experiences, even if they have a background in fisheries or familiarity with the coastal area. 
During this industry resurgence through aquaculture, barriers to entry, including access to 
capital, exclusivity, and racial and gender bias, prevent socio-economic diversity in the industry 
at the business ownership level. A focus on Food Justice, from grassroots programs to state- 
and national- level policy could help eliminate barriers that have disproportionately prevented 
communities of color from utilizing their talent to create economic success, community self-
sufficiency, wellbeing, and nutritious food products. Furthermore, utilizing the principles of 
Food Justice could expand consumer awareness of, interest in, and access to, oysters as a 
nutritious product.  
The mid-Atlantic oyster industry has the unique opportunity to learn from the terrestrial 
Food Justice movement, and it is time to do so. Consumers are concerned with the impact of 
their choices on the environment. Oysters could be better marketed as the most sustainable, 
environmentally friendly foods to purchase and consume, given the potential triple social and 




C. RQ2: Do management practices limit diversity of business owners?   Do they limit 
success and growth opportunities of businesses?  If so, how can management practices 
become more equitable? 
1.  Management Practices Impact on diversity 
Industry management and industry support systems (such as environmental 
organizations investing in increasing oyster populations and small business support systems) in 
MD, DE, and NJ are facilitating development of oyster aquaculture industries in each of the 3 
states. However, as we have seen, some requirements to business establishment are creating 
barriers and a lack of socio-economic diversity among business owners.  
The lengthy permitting process, which includes public protest periods in some states, 
prevents individuals who do not have disposable income and time or existing social capital from 
participating. Gentrification has added to the ammunition of protests. States that do not have 
public waterfront access available for use by small businesses are further limiting the pool of 
potential participants to those who can afford to purchase coastal land or dock space. Exposure 
to the industry is limited and an atmosphere of exclusiveness prohibits those who haven’t 
already built strategic relationships in the industry (e.g., from previous generations' 
advancement and success) from gaining entry. Further extinguishing opportunities for 
engagement is the amount of capital that is required for startup costs.  
These barriers are a mix of systemic, economic, infrastructural, social, and managerial 
concepts. As is stated by Jones (2021), in discussing the work of Imani Black’s Minorities in 
Aquaculture organization: “The lack of participation of women and minorities in the industry is 
not a single problem to be solved, but a web of intersectional problems that have deep roots in 
education and social structures” (p. 11). However, as developers and regulators of the states’ 
oyster industries, management agencies (such as the DE the Department of Natural Resources 
and Environmental Control, the MD Department of Natural Resources, and the New Jersey 
Department of Environmental Protection) set the framework for industry development and 
therefore are positioned to be leaders in dismantling or reinforcing webs of injustice. For 
example, the fact that there is limited awareness regarding the critical role that watermen of 
color played in the formation of the region’s industry and the systemic oppression they 
experienced throughout that time, illustrates that the history isn’t communicated or considered 
often among industry managers, internally or externally. This approach may nourish racial and 
gender bias in the industry, fostering a lack of exposure among communities of color and an 
environment of exclusion overall.  
Practices that were mentioned as helpful and supportive to entrepreneurs and that 
reduce or eliminate barriers to entry in any of the 3 states should be expanded on in their home 
states and utilized as models in other states. While these actions are not all management-
based, state agency managers should play a leadership role in facilitating development of these 
initiatives, which include: pre-approved aquaculture sites to minimize permitting processes and 
eliminate protests (DE; NJ); the MARBIDCO loan program (MD); innovation grants and programs 
through university partnerships (MD); provision of surveying of acreage at no cost to the 
leaseholder (DE); Technical assistance and support in applications, business plan development, 
and other factors of oyster farming; and public participation and stakeholder involvement in 




2. Management Practices Impact on Business Success 
While it is crucial to focus on barriers to entry to the industry, it is also important to 
shed light on opportunities for management agencies to provide more support towards the 
viability and future success of existing business.  
    For example, a Producer from Delaware mentioned that the state is developing the 
industry “as a cottage industry,” i.e., keeping acreage and production levels relatively small 
which limits opportunities for business growth. This Producer described that they want their 
products to continue to attract premium pricing by remaining “boutique,” while at the same 
time, the company hopes to increase their acreage to boost production and revenue. Another 
Producer in the state (P73) described it as “a lot of restrictions to ensure that you're not going 
to be like a hobbyist... it is geared towards a commercial production level, but it's also limited to 
prevent it from being an industrial production level.” It is important for DE managers to 
continually incorporate the needs and perspectives of aquaculture businesses into 
management plans. Adopting an equity framework for management decisions can guide the 
tension in decision making around such concepts like maintaining cottage-size businesses and 
supporting larger growth. 
Additional challenges, such as the requirement of growers to mark their acreage, was 
described by an Industry Expert (IE49) costly, potentially creating “a lot of user conflicts,” and 
“a fiasco.” There was also some mention that many aquaculture businesses are too small to 
employ people, which leads to seeking help from friends and family, potentially contributing to 
a homogenous population. Supporting growth of small businesses could benefit the industry 
overall and provide opportunities for growers to host interns or apprentices, boosting exposure 
to the industry. 
While Producers recognize that regulations provide the opportunity for the 
establishment of businesses and regulated use of water resources, there was a sense that over-
regulating sometimes occurs. One Producer noted that managers need to support the small 
businesses, “not choke them” when describing some of the requirements around taking oysters 
back out into the water. This person also emphasized the importance of having employees in 
the state agencies who have experience in oyster farming, saying that there are certain aspects 
of the day-to-day operations that are simply not understood among people who haven’t had 
the experience of running a farm.  
Also in Delaware, shellfish sanitation was mentioned as an area of top concern among 
Industry Experts and Producers; this was highlighted as a demonstration of the collaboration 
and comradery that exists among oyster growers. An interviewee stated that the growers 
“realize they're in it together and that one person's actions impact everyone,” and that growers 
understand that if sanitation were ever an issue, “it would be all of their reputations... And so 
they are very invested in making sure that the rules are followed, and that everyone is handling 
safely...” (IE77). Nourishing this sense of comradery and collaboration, and bringing it into 
planning discussions could catalyze innovative ideas for industry development. 
 
3. Opportunities for Equity 
“The best way to address Food Justice is by promoting overall justice” states Horst 
(2017, p.65), based on interviews about integrating Food Justice into municipal plans. While 
fisheries management aims to “allow enough harvest to sustain and build the fishing and 
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seafood industries while protecting the productivity and sustainability of the marine 
ecosystems,” (Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, n.d., para. 2), it is time for agencies 
to incorporate social justice goals into their fisheries management plans. This can begin with 
state management agencies making commitments to social justice and adopting a framework, 
such as an antiracism, equity, or Food Justice framework, to be implemented throughout 
planning and industry development initiatives and decision making. 
State management agencies should lead efforts to reduce barriers to entry, specifically 
towards diversifying the socio-economic makeup of individuals involved in and benefitting from 
the industry at all levels. State management agencies have a direct role to play in reducing each 
of the barriers to entry identified in this research (See Fig. 6 and Fig. 7). With leadership from 
state management organizations, supportive environmental and business development 
organizations can adopt strategies and implement programs that facilitate entry into and 
socioeconomic diversification of the industry.  
While public participation and stakeholder involvement is incorporated into the oyster 
management plan development processes in all 3 states studied, adopting new methods to 
engage a broader group of state residents is suggested, to ensure that state plans are centered 
on the voices of communities historically impacted by the industry. Furthermore, state agencies 
should promote the prioritization of oyster aquaculture within state development plans and 
county- and municipal-level development plans to amplify the needs and voices of aquaculture 
growers. Management agencies should adapt permitting and leasing processes to facilitate 
participation among broader audiences. States should also invest in community knowledge and 
awareness building to reduce opposition and increase exposure to the industry, and bolster 
technical assistance and financial capital offered to entrepreneurs. 
Specific recommendations are discussed further below. 
 
D. RQ3: “What are the barriers to oyster consumption among the general public? Would 
innovative consumer engagement tactics boost demand and diversify the demographics 
of end consumers? 
While I was unable to collect sufficient information from the public to analyze 
consumption habits, information from interviews with Producers and Industry Experts shows 
that there is a need and potential to grow the consumer base of oysters in the region. My 
conversations with Industry Experts shed light on concerns that aquaculture oysters are 
inaccessible and becoming unaffordable. 14 interviewees said that from their perspective, they 
see a lack of socio-economic diversity among consumers; most (9) noted that aquaculture 
oysters require a higher price point due to the labor, or that most aquaculture-grown oysters 
are consumed in restaurants which may be require a higher level of income. There are concerns 
that the mid-Atlantic oyster industry could be shifting into a high end, niche market like that of 
New England’s oyster industry (Lipton and Kirkley 1992), creating even more barriers to 
affordable access among the general population.  
Already, seafood farmers have adapted innovations from land farmers to boost 
consumer engagement; for example, Community Supported Fisheries are becoming common 
(Olson et al., 2014). However, Food Justice focused development of the oyster industry requires 
preventative measures against the risks and patterns that the terrestrial sustainable food 
movement has faced, such as fresh food being available through high end local food markets 
 
75 
that prevent participation by lower-income consumers (Sbicca, 2012), and as Bradely and 
Herrera (2016) describe, “conditions that prevent the poor, colonized, and conquered from 
participating in these markets, and from redefining democracy and economy” (p. 102). 
Mid-Atlantic oyster industries have an opportunity to pivot towards more affordable 
products reaching local communities, benefitting small-scale producers. The challenges of 
COVID-19 have catalyzed some new ideas and marketing and distribution efforts among oyster 
producers (such as direct to consumer shipping). Management decisions could support 
increased affordability of oyster products. For example, in interviews, Producers described the 
benefits of growing on the bottom as 1) requiring a less labor-intensive process, resulting in a 
less expensive retail product that may attract more business (P43), and 2) that bottom growing 
can reduce protests since the equipment is less visible (P63). In fact, one Industry Expert who 
supplies oysters to customers through a Philadelphia Community Supported Fishery noted that 
some customers prefer bigger, bottom-grown oysters (IE39); this preference may benefit 
Producers, since on-bottom aquaculture can be more cost-effective and therefore more 
lucrative. Adapting regulations to promote more bottom growing could support overall 
accessibility of oysters as a food source and entry into the industry. 
There is an opportunity to reassess management and customer engagement practices to 
bolster the industry overall. Re-envisioning the oyster’s role and meaning in the region could 
benefit growers and consumers. Recommendations are discussed in greater detail below. 
 
1. Is there a strong connection to the history of the industry, and the historic relevance 
of the food product, among consumers? 
There is a sense that families who are originally from oyster towns understand the deep 
history of the industry and its development of the region, while families further inland, within 
the same state, may not have that awareness. When discussing whether consumers have 
knowledge about the historic industry, 2 people interviewed said yes; both referred to the local 
population within their shore towns, and both were based in NJ. One noted that in many of NJ’s 
shore towns, that rich history connected to fisheries remains, and spoke specifically about 
Bivalve, “you can see a lot of the... evidence of what was, and what still is, the oyster fishery.” 
Another interviewee from NJ stated that in his area, the “older people” are aware of the 
industry’s history. At the same time, 3 people interviewed did not believe that there was vast 
consumer knowledge about the industry’s history. One Industry Expert from DE, believes that 
consumers are simply not that interested in the story behind their food, explaining that “as long 
as they're getting something to eat and it's what they want to eat and it's reasonably good 
quality they don't really care.” Another Producer shared his perspective that while consumers 
are not generally aware of the history of the industry, he believes it's important for him to 
share that story because “it has to come from local people that lived here.” Finally, as stated in 
Section V.A.2. Food Justice Themes, an Industry Expert noted the fact that he did not know 
“anything about Thomas Downing” when he was younger and lamented that the story may 
have influenced him at an earlier age. 
 
2. Would highlighting the history benefit the industry? 
There is an opportunity to boost economic development opportunities and restore 
linkages between coastal and urban populations. As one Producer stated, “a lot of people do 
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talk about… a loss of culture with oyster eating.” Oyster farming could become a key 
component and driver of Food Justice within ocean food systems. Increasingly, consumers are 
interested in the impact that their food choices have on the environment and local 
communities, evidenced by the terrestrial local food and Food Justice movements. Identifying 
and eliminating barriers to the industry and communicating oysters’ cultural relevance in the 
area, nutrient value, and ecosystem services could position the product as a reflection of Food 
Justice, boosting demand and popularity in the region.   
Linking oysters to the history of cities such as Philadelphia, could boost community 
pride, market demand for oysters, and ultimately, community connectivity; one Industry Expert 
recalled, “Whether it was street hustlers or preachers they always stand around the fire barrel 
getting a dozen on the half shell, so it was a socialization process as well” (IE14). Though 
Philadelphia has forgotten much of its marine-based history (Pagon, 2011), there is a benefit to 
supporting a resurgence of that history, which could be catalyzed through oyster marketing 
initiatives, community engagement initiatives, and creative placemaking and art programs. 
Pagon (2011) reminds us that, “Such history and such culture really do have fundamental 
value—historical and philosophical value, educational value, personal value, and ultimately 
significant economic value” (para. 5) and suggests that an investment in bringing that history to 
the forefront would be beneficial in community development overall: “many a modern city has 
quite effectively reinvented itself by once again realizing this truth” (para. 5). In Philadelphia, 
“neither the history nor the culture is really that far beneath the surface” (Pagon, 2011, para. 
5). In fact, an Industry Expert (90) from Philadelphia described their organization’s efforts to 
unearth and amplify neighborhood history through an Arts Master Plan, saying, “I would like to 
see that maritime history elevated a little bit.” Pagon (2011) suggests that a “maritime vision” 
for the city of Philadelphia incorporate both old and new and technologies and “cross into the 
engagement of tourism, the education of the city’s children, the employment of the city’s 
youth, and the recreation of the city’s families” (para. 6). Given the City’s commitment to public 
arts and community placemaking, the potential for an oyster resurgence to act as a seed to a 
bigger “maritime vision” seems palpable and investment worthy. 
 
E. Initiatives making connections: MIA, Fishadelphia, Black of the Chesapeake, Oyster Ninja 
It is important to highlight the organizations who are doing work to boost awareness of 
and engagement in the oyster industry and fisheries in general, among consumers, youth, and 
potential entrepreneurs. These organizations represent initiatives that may be primed for more 
impact if provided with investment and funding. 
● Bayshore Center at Bivalve. This maritime, history, and environmental museum is home 
to the AJ Meerwald, an oyster schooner from 1928. The Center holds events and 
exhibits that keep the history of oystering in the region alive. (Bayshore Center at 
Bivalve, 2021a). For more information, see: www.bayshorecenter.org. 
● Blacks of the Chesapeake. Founded by Vincent Leggett, this organization documents the 
relationships between the Chesapeake Bay, the region, and Black watermen. The 
organization shares the history of Black watermen in the region through educational 
programs, exhibits, literature, and other community engagement activities (Blacks of the 




● Fishadelphia: A community-based seafood program in Philadelphia, Fishadelphia 
connects consumers with fresh, regionally sourced fish and seafood, boosting access to 
seafood in Philadelphia’s communities and supporting local fisherfolk (Fishadelphia, 
n.d.).  For more information, see: www.fishadelphia.com. 
● The McBride Family Oyster Enterprises. Established to honor those who contributed to 
the Delaware Bay region, to preserve the legacy of the Mcbride Family, and to celebrate 
the cultural resources of the region (McBride-Jones, n.d.). For more information, see: 
www.linkedin.com/in/ambassador-dr-jacqueline-mcbride-jones. 
● Minorities in Aquaculture: Founded by Imani Black, an African American woman and 
oyster farmer, this organization educates and engages women of color in aquaculture. 
Minorities in Aquaculture seeks to “create an empowering space for all women, and 
encourage women of color to become passionate stewards of their environment 
through aquaculture” (Minorities in Aquaculture, n.d.). For more information, see: 
www.mianpo.org. 
● The Oyster Ninja. Nationally ranked oyster shucker Gardner Douglas, known as “The 
Oyster Ninja” runs a mobile oyster catering business and fresh oyster delivery service in 
the DC Metro area. Douglas’s Oyster Ninja podcast features speakers who discuss 
stories, current events, and all other things oyster related (Thoughts from the Oyster 
Ninja, n.d.). For more information, see: www.oysterninja.com. 
● Project Ports is a community-based oyster restoration and community education project 
run by Rutgers University. K-12 Grade students engage in environmental stewardship 
and classroom-based education about the biology and history of the oyster. (Rutgers, 
2020). For more information, see: https://hsrl.rutgers.edu/PORTS. 
 
F. Recommendations 
1. Adopt a Framework for Food Justice 
State agencies should adopt use of a racial equity tool, an antiracism tool, or a Food 
Justice framework for use throughout departments’ planning, decision making, strategy and 
policy development, planning and programming. A variety of tools exist that can shift planning 
and management efforts towards Food Justice.  
a) Five Points of Intervention 
Horst (2017) reviews the “areas” of practicing Food Justice developed by Slocum and 
Cadieux (2015) and adapts them into 5 “Points of Intervention” (“Inequity and trauma; 
Exchange; Land; Labor; and Democratic Processes”) with details for each (p. 53). Horst (2017) 
suggests that a simple tool like this can guide planners through practicing reflexive planning and 
identifying opportunities and action steps for Food Justice-based planning.  
b) Equity Lens 
Horst et al (2017) suggest the adoption of an equity lens as a tool in planning for Food 
Justice. Adoption and usage of such a tool would be comparable to utilizing an environmental 
impact statement. An equity lens would guide decision makers through a process that would 
analyze potential impacts from a justice-focused perspective, supporting strategy development, 
decision-making, participation of historically marginalized communities, the identification of 
systemic barriers to equity, and opportunities for addressing barriers. Seattle, for example, 
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adopted a racial equity lens tool as a result of establishing the City’s Race and Social Justice 
Initiative (Horst et al, 2017).  
c) Equitable Food Oriented Development (EFOD) Criteria 
The emerging Equitable Food Oriented Development (EFOD) field offers a framework 
based in “community ownership, asset building, and health equity in the food system” (DAISA 
Enterprises, 2019, p. 9). Indicators of EFOD are stated as: equity- and justice-first; place-based; 
using market-based or business strategies; community leadership development or community 
organizing; and community ownership; these criteria are described in EFOD Collaborative’s 
“Building Community Power” white paper (EFOD Collaborative, 2019). 
 
2. Utilize the Themes of Food Justice to Eliminate Barriers to Entry  
The below recommendations, and their relationship to the identified Themes of Food Justice 
and the Barriers to Entry, are illustrated in Table 1 (Appendix). These recommendations apply 
to management agencies and support organizations. 
a) Eliminate Racial and Gender Bias, Acknowledge Leaders of Color, and 
Acknowledge and Eliminate Exploitation and Harm 
i. Hire a consultant to lead all staff through 1) antiracism training and 2) adopting 
an antiracism, equity, or Food Justice Framework. Equip staff with deep 
antiracism and anti-bias knowledge and skills; Require antiracism training and 
use of Framework at all levels. 
ii. Equip staff with the history of the industry: Create ways of integrating the history 
of watermen of color into staff training, onboarding, and team meetings, 
ongoing throughout the year. 
iii. Memorialize Black talent, leadership, and labor: Integrate the history of 
watermen of color into management plans, industry entry processes (e.g., via 
information, permitting and application discussions). 
iv. Develop and publicize multilingual material throughout the industry. 
b) Facilitate access to capital for interested entrepreneurs 
i. Establish equity-based no-interest or low-interest loans and grants. Reynolds 
(2015) notes that the Community Food Funders coalition’s prioritization of 
organizations that are working towards social justice and are “led by people of 
color” could be seen as a model for these types of financial programs. 
ii. Expand on existing grant and loan programs. Integrate equity lens into 
application review processes to prioritize applicants of color. 
iii. Provide Technical Assistance in acquiring capital (e.g., applying for grants and 
loans) and sustaining profit (e.g., business planning) with a goal of spurring 
community economic development. 
iv. Promote livable wages in the industry to facilitate advancement. 
c) Create More Waterfront Access 
i. Establish waterfront workspace and dock space for use by aquaculture growers. 
ii. Provide dock space and working waterfront space to descendants of watermen 
of color and interested entrepreneurs of color. 
iii. Promote innovation in the industry, such as development of systems that require 
less onshore activity. 
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d) Boost the buying market 
i. Integrate goals in equitable food access into oyster management plans and 
industry development. 
ii. Invest in state-wide marketing and promotion, from a Food Justice perspective: 
Engage historically marginalized communities; tell the story of the history and 
the resurgence; build pride. 
iii. Support businesses through purchasing partnerships: initiate farm-to-institution 
programs for oyster producers to link to state universities, hospitals, and other 
institutions; establish or expand purchasing contracts for restoration programs; 
engage interested and active growers in planning. 
iv. Launch incentive programs (e.g., incentivize oyster purchases made with Federal 
Benefits) and other innovations: create purchasing power among historically 
marginalized communities through oyster incentive programs. 
v. Facilitate acquisition of shellfish handling certification for growers. 
e) Boost Exposure to the Industry and to the History 
i. Invest in memorializing the history. Position families of Black oystermen as 
decisionmakers in planning memorials celebrating the individuals and 
acknowledging historic injustices. 
ii. Invest in organizations led by people of color that are positioned to amplify 
exposure to the industry, through community engagement and educational 
programming. 
iii. Establish apprenticeship, internship, and other compensated opportunities for 
engagement within state agencies, aquaculture businesses and supporting 
entities: partner with state universities, HBCU’s, community colleges, and city 
high schools.  
iv. Integrate history of the industry and industry resurgence into creative place-
making initiatives in urban areas. 
f) Modify the application and permitting processes 
i. Ensure that leases are not dependent on land ownership. 
ii. Eliminate public protests and protect growers from personal attacks: encourage 
bottom culture; conduct in depth community education highlighting coastal 
benefits of oyster aquaculture; Establish the “right to farm” in aquaculture; 
Position businesses and activities that are beneficial to coastal ecosystems as 
priorities within state, county, and municipal development plans. 
iii. Expand the development of pre-approved aquaculture areas. 
iv. Integrate an equity lens into permit application review; expedite and incentivize 
descendants of watermen of color or applicants that demonstrate a need for 
loans and grants through the permitting process. Update all application review 
processes to improve timeliness; consider engaging interns or apprentices for 
support with application review, to build engagement with the industry. 
v. Hold permitting and business plan technical assistance sessions for in-person 
assistance with applications; record sessions and make available to the public; 




3. Risks and Concerns 
Approaching policy and management in the oyster industry from a Food Justice or 
equity lens requires careful consideration, collaboration with stakeholders, and a deep sense of 
learning. It is imperative that leaders of Food Justice within the oyster industry advance these 
recommendations from a place of understanding of race and its implications on the food 
system; not doing so risks failed attempts at Food Justice and benefits to communities who had 
not been targeted as primary beneficiaries (Alkon and Norgraad, 2009; Horst et al, 2017). Horst 
et al (2017) provides an example of an initiative in California that resulted in benefits to more 
privileged communities, rather than benefiting marginalized communities: after the passing of 
the Urban Agriculture Incentive Zone Act in California, in 2013, it became clear to Food Justice 
activities that the people who benefited most were those who own land and receive a tax 
reduction, rather than communities who faced inequitable access to the food system.  
Furthermore, there is inherent risk in the development of recommendations by a white 
graduate student who is conducting this research through a primarily white-led food systems 
program. It is important to reflect on the potential risk for white people, particularly 
researchers and practitioners in the field, to colonize Food Justice as we engage in its space. As 
Bradely and Herrera (2016) describe experiences the early days of the Food Justice movement, 
there is a clear risk that initiatives catalyzed or led by white people or outsiders can lead to 
insufficient power among the communities that the actions are meant to support.  
It is imperative that states take the first step to adopt an antiracist lens, prior to crafting 
strategies for Food Justice within the industry. Once a commitment to Food Justice is 
established, people of color, particularly descendants of Black watermen, must be positioned as 
not only participants of planning efforts, but as decision makers, with compensation that 
reflects acknowledgement of the knowledge and talent brought to the table. 
 
G. Limitations and Further Research 
1. Limitations to Research 
 A fundamental limitation to this research is the exclusion of the relationship to coastal 
resources, such as oysters, held by indigenous communities, historically and currently. 
Opportunities for the industries to benefit indigenous populations were not analyzed during 
this project. Furthermore, current consumption of or access to oysters as a food source among 
indigenous populations was not included.  
Interviews were conducted with a relatively small sample size of aquaculture growers.  
Additionally, identifying and contacting Producers was done through snowball sampling (in 
which recruited participants identify other participants) which may have led to limitations in 
the diversity of perspectives gleaned. Consumer perceptions were not acquired broadly. 
Interviewees took place over zoom, rather than in person, and field observations were not 
conducted, due to limitations from COVID-19; this may have impacted trust building, thereby 
impacting the level of detail or transparency provided during interviews. Furthermore, the fact 
that interviews were conducted during the pandemic may have led to an altered perspective on 
the industry, given that the primary end buying market (restaurants) was severely limited. 
Finally, my own inherent bias may have taken a role in the development and 
implementation of this project. With a background in Food Justice work, I sought out, in most 
cases, Food Justice Experts whose work I had previously been aware of or with whom I had 
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preexisting relationships. My own perspective on the field of Food Justice may also have 
informed data coding and analysis. As a white researcher, bias and limited perspective will have 
informed my historical analysis of the industry and its impact on modern oyster aquaculture 
industry development, my analysis of Food Justice, my identification of barriers and areas of 
opportunity, and my recommendations for future industry development. 
2. Further Research 
 Further research on food justice and the oyster industry could be driven by the 
relationships to oysters by indigenous populations locally. This research can be expanded on 
through further exploration and analysis of topics in antiracism, equity, Food Justice, consumer 
preferences, coastal gentrification, and trends in industry development and labor. Comparing 
various antiracism, equity, and Food Justice frameworks with case studies of organizations that 
have utilized them, would benefit oyster industry managers and other industries seeking to 
adopt Food Justice principles. Conducting a thorough analysis of consumer preferences 
regarding oyster products and responses towards Food Justice-based marketing methods 
would build a knowledge pool that could bolster overall consumer demand for the product, and 
interest in employment in the industry among a broader population. An in-depth analysis of the 
marketing and distribution of the shucked oyster market could also inform marketing strategies 
locally and add to the knowledge base; there seems to be a dearth of understanding of how, 
and to where, shucked oysters are distributed. An analysis of demographic and industry 
changes in coastal towns, due to gentrification and other factors, would build knowledge about 
the region’s coastal history, opportunities for socioeconomic diversity, and the potential for 
further coastal industry development. This research lacked a focus on gender equality within 
the industry, but anecdotal data shows a lack of equal gender representation; further research 
here could further analyze barriers and opportunities. Analyzing current industry trends in labor 
is needed to thwart a potential replication of an exploitative past: interviewees mentioned that 
much of the wild harvest industry’s labor consists of migrant workers from Latin America. 
Analyzing compensation, working conditions, and other concepts within Food Justice could 
clarify specific areas that need refining within the industry.  
 
VII. CONCLUSION 
Black oystermen and oysterwomen shaped the development of the Delaware Bay and 
Chesapeake Bay regions; some became captains, but all played a role in the development of the 
industry, in shucking houses and on boats. Marginalization in the industry, trauma from 
discrimination, subpar working and living conditions, displacement once the industry collapsed, 
and systemic barriers to wealth accumulation halted Black watermen and their descendants 
from continued engagement, advancement, and economic success within the industry. Black 
watermen faced disproportionate limitations to passing wealth, opportunity, and relationships 
down to the next generation. Compounding the impacts, the lack of storytelling, celebrated 
history, or public knowledge about the role of Black watermen, compared to the role of white 
watermen, would have led to a disproportionately higher connection to fishing and seafood 
industries among white people. Gentrification of coastal areas also played a role in who has 
been positioned to launch businesses that require access to waterfront property or docks. 
Furthermore, barriers to business development and advancement into decision-making roles 
among Black watermen who had built deep knowledge of the ecosystem accelerated 
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exploitation of the resource. While capital, knowledge and skills, and access to resources (e.g., 
in this case waterfront access) is needed to launch any business, it is notable (though perhaps 
not surprising given the history of exploitation and racism within the U.S. food system) that the 
oyster industry itself was built by people who were unable to participate in wealth 
accumulation practices and industry advancement due to systems of discrimination within, and 
externally to, the industry. This disconnect and disproportionate availability of capital is 
reflected in the demographic make-up of today’s oyster aquaculture farmers in the area. 
An industry with a history of discriminatory practices, that existed in a time of 
discriminatory policies and social practices, that was built through the exploited labor of Black 
Americans and that is experiencing a resurgence, primarily through white entrepreneurs, 
should move towards adopting principles of Food Justice. Memorializing and celebrating the 
role of Black watermen in building the industry should be seen as a responsibility of municipal 
and state decision-makers and industry supporters and stakeholders. Further pivoting the mid-
Atlantic oyster industry towards the principles of Food Justice, through eliminating barriers to 
entry, boosting affordability and access, and communicating the product’s cultural-
appropriateness, history, and social, economic, and environmental benefits, would lead to 
increased economic development, increased nutrition among the public, and healthier bay 
ecosystems. Adopting tools to bolster equity within the oyster food system will lead to 
advancement towards key areas of sustainability: natural resource conservation, 
socioeconomics, and overall community wellbeing (Lawson, 2016).  
Moving forward these recommendations will benefit future generations of oyster 
farmers, consumers, and environmental stewards. Doing so, however, will require state 
agencies, supportive organizations, and other partners to see themselves as, and hold 
themselves accountable as, agents of change for Food Justice (Horst, 2017; Horst et al, 2017). 
 
VIII. APPENDICES 
Appendices are attached below. Appendix A, the Recommendations Table, lists 
recommended action steps, that are aligned with Food Justice themes, that could reduce 
barriers to entry and increase Food Justice within the oyster aquaculture regions studied 
Acronyms used include: People of Color (POC); Food Justice (FJ); Technical Assistance (T.A.). 
Appendix B (Producer Interview Guide), Appendix C (Industry Expert Interview Guide), and 
Appendix D (Food Justice Expert Interview Guide) are the adapted versions that were used in 
most interviews.  Appendix E (Customer Interview Guide), Appendix F (Consumer Survey), and 
Appendix G (Producer Survey) were not implemented extensively; these are included as 








































































































B. Producer Interview Guide 
 
Focused Interview Guide: Oyster Producers 
 
Introduction:  This research explores the demographics of the oyster industries in Chesapeake Bay and in the 
bays of Delaware. I am seeking to understand whether there is potential for diversifying the demographics of 
oyster producers as well as oyster consumers, through management, marketing or consumer engagement 
strategies. I am particularly interested in whether there the oyster industry can be developed to shift towards 
Food Justice, to increase nutritional food security, small business ownership, and ecoservices in bay areas. 
This study defines Food Justice as the right of all people to grow, process, sell, distribute and consume their 
food of choice, and to have the means to do so, including land and business ownership.  
 
Consent: 
If questions come up that you are not comfortable answering, just let me know and we will skip them. 
 
(If No to consent, or if under the age of 18:  You are ineligible to participate in this research.  Thank you for 
your time.) 
 
● Do you consent to being a participant of this research?    Yes    No 
● Would you mind telling me your age  ___? 
o your gender identity ____, your race ______________? 
● Are there any languages other than English spoken at home?   




1. Tell me about yourself and your work?  How did you get into the oyster industry? 
a. Probe:   
i. Time spent in industry 
ii. Current role; business owner?  Y  / N 
iii. Wild Harvest, Aquaculture, or Both 
iv. Water body farmed / harvested 
v. # acres of oyster farm or habitat used 
 
 
2. What is the size of your company / How many people work in oysters?  
a. Can you tell me about the quantity of oysters you land?   
i. in 2019? 
ii. to date in 2020? 
 
3. Are you familiar with the term Food Justice?   Refer to introduction and provide definition 
a. Are there themes in food justice that are relevant to the oyster industry? 
a. Do you see opportunities for the oyster industry to shift towards food justice? 
b. Probe: 
i. What are the opportunities? 
ii. What would be the challenges? 
 
 






5. Did you find it challenging to enter the industry?   
a. Were the challenges specifically relating to starting your own oyster company? 
 
6. How easy is it for a new harvester or farmer to get into the oyster business in this region now? 
a. What are the challenges? 
b. How could those barriers be removed, and by who? 
 
 
7. What are your thoughts on the oyster industry in terms of demographic diversity?  Do folks 
working in the industry reflect a diverse mix of races? yes no 
a. Gender yes no 
b. Why / Why not?  Please expand on your answers. 
c. Has this been the case in the industry in this region historically?  
i. Has it changed over time? 
 
8. What about the people who are eating oysters- do you think that end consumers reflect socio-
economic diversity?    
a. Are there any new strategies to broaden the customer base that you are excited about? 
b. Is there an untapped market for oyster consumption in the city (Balt. or Phil.)?  
i. What is your experience with direct-to-consumer sales?  Harvest-your-own?    
ii. Do you think there are opportunities with new customer engagement strategies?  
Do you have concerns? 
 
 
9. What are your concerns about the future of the oyster industry?  
a. Probe: 
i. What are some challenges that oyster producers face in staying successful? 
ii. How has COVID-19 impacted the industry in this region? 
iii. Do you mind talking about your prices and sales? 
1. What was your price point before COVID? ________ Now? _____ 
2. How many buyers did you sell to before COVID? _____ Now? 
iv. Who were your primary buyers before COVID?  
Processors _______ Now? _____ Seafood Markets_______ Now? _____ 
 Restaurants  _______ Now? _____ Other: __________  Now? __________ 
v. (Note: check harvest data per state and modify question as needed.) 
1. Is production decreasing? 
vi. (Note: check monthly harvest reports per state and modify question as needed). 
1. Is there a peak season for sales?  _______________ 
 
 




11. What else should we keep in mind as we move forward with our research?  
a. Who else should we talk to about this research?  
b. Could you connect me with other oyster farmers or wild harvesters? 





C. Industry Expert Interview Guide 
 
Focused Interview Guide: Industry Experts, Managers and Regulators of the Oyster Industry 
 
Introduction:  This research explores the demographics of the oyster industries in Chesapeake Bay and in the 
bays of Delaware. I am seeking to understand whether there is potential for diversifying the demographics of 
oyster producers as well as oyster consumers, through management, marketing or consumer engagement 
strategies. I am particularly interested in whether there the oyster industry can be developed to shift towards 
Food Justice, to increase nutritional food security, small business ownership, and ecoservices in bay areas. 
This study defines Food Justice as the right of all people to grow, process, sell, distribute and consume their 
food of choice, and to have the means to do so, including land and business ownership.  
 
Consent: 
If questions come up that you are not comfortable answering, just let me know and we will skip them. 
 
(If No to consent, or if under the age of 18:  You are ineligible to participate in this research.  Thank you for 
your time.) 
 
● Do you consent to being a participant of this research?    Yes    No 
● Would you mind telling me your age  ___? 
o your gender identity ____, your race ______________? 
● Are there any languages other than English spoken at home?   
● Highest education achieved? 
 
Interview: 
1. Tell me about yourself and your work?  How did you get into the oyster industry? 
a. Probe:   
i. Time spent in industry 
ii. Current role; priority or focus area 
iii. How many people work in the department, on oysters? 
iv. Geographic focus of work 
v. # acres of oyster farm or habitat are managed/regulated in the region 
1. 35,000  
vi. # Lease holders or permit holders in the region 
 
2. Why is this work important to the mid-Atlantic region overall? 
 
 
3. Are you familiar with the term Food Justice?   Refer to introduction and provide definition 
a. Are there themes in food justice that are relevant to the oyster industry? 
a. Do you see opportunities for the oyster industry to shift towards food justice? 
b. Probe: 
i. What are the opportunities? 
ii. What would be the challenges? 
 
 
4. How easy is it for a new harvester or farmer to get into the oyster business (in your region)? 
a. What are the challenges? 





5. What are your thoughts on the oyster industry in terms of demographic diversity?  Do folks 
working in the industry reflect a diverse mix of races? 
a. Why?  / Why not? 
b. Has this been the case in the industry in this region historically?  
i. Has it changed over time? 
ii.  
6. What about the people who are eating oysters- do you think it is easy for people with limited 
financial resources to enjoy oysters? Do oysters consumers reflect socio-economic diversity? 
a. Are there any new strategies to broaden the customer base that you are excited about? 
b. Is there an untapped market for oyster consumption in the city (Balt. or Phil.)?  
i. Is there an opportunity to increase direct-to-consumer sales?  Harvest-your-own?  
  
ii. What are your concerns with trying new customer engagement strategies? 
 
 
7. What are your concerns about the future of the oyster industry?  
a. Probe: 
i. What are some challenges that oyster producers face in staying successful? 
ii. How has COVID-19 impacted the industry in this region? 
iii. What was the average price point before COVID? ________ Now? _____ 
 
 
8. Tell me about numbers of buyers, and numbers of oysters sold, if you can. 
a. Probe: 
i. # Direct from producer oyster buyers before COVID:  
Processors _______ Now? _____ Seafood Markets_______ Now? _____ 
 Restaurants  _______ Now? _____ Other: __________  Now? __________ 
ii. Quantity of oysters sold in the region in 2019 _______ 
iii. Quantity of oysters sold in the region in 2020 so far _______ 
iv. Is production decreasing? 




9. Do you have opportunities through your organization to distribute a public survey about oyster 
consumption?   Do you know what organizations might be willing to get this out? 
 
 
10. What else should we keep in mind as we move forward with our research?  
a. Who else should we talk to about this research?  
b. Could you send me a list of leaseholders (oyster farmers or wild harvesters)? 
c. Could you send me contact information for oyster buyers (distributors and processors)? 









D. Food Justice Interview Guide 
 
Introduction:  This research explores the demographics of the oyster industries in Chesapeake Bay and in the 
bays of Delaware. I am seeking to understand whether there is potential for diversifying the demographics of 
oyster producers as well as oyster consumers, through management, marketing or consumer engagement 
strategies. I am particularly interested in whether there the oyster industry can be developed to shift towards 
Food Justice, to increase nutritional food security, small business ownership, and ecoservices in bay areas. 
This study defines Food Justice as the right of all people to grow, process, sell, distribute and consume their 
food of choice, and to have the means to do so, including land and business ownership.  
 
Consent: 
If questions come up that you are not comfortable answering, just let me know and we will skip them. 
 
(If No to consent, or if under the age of 18:  You are ineligible to participate in this research.  Thank you for 
your time.) 
 
● Do you consent to being a participant of this research?    Yes    No 
● Would you mind telling me your age  ___? 
o your gender identity ____, your race ______________? 
● Are there any languages other than English spoken at home?   




1. Tell me about yourself and your work?  How did you get into working in food justice? 
a. Probe:   
i. Time spent in food justice field 
ii. Current role; priority or focus area 
iii. Geographic focus of work 
 
 
2. Why is your work of importance within the food system?  
a. Probe: 
i. What impacts do you hope to make? 
ii. Is there a specific geographic importance? 
 
 
3. Can you tell me how you describe or define Food Justice?    
a. What are the key themes? 
 
 
4. Can you tell me what you know about Food Justice work within fisheries / aquaculture? 
a. What are the key aspects of food justice / injustice that are being discussed in the field 
regarding ocean food systems? 
 
 
5. What are your thoughts about the oyster industry?   
a. Are there certain aspects of the industry that should be analyzed or explored to shift 




6. Many of the people who were experts in navigating through oyster reefs and harvesting and 
shucking oysters were people who were enslaved and people of color.  I’m wondering if there 
were opportunities for people to utilize those expertise and skills to advance within the industry 
and start their own businesses, given the skillsets that were acquired, or if there were, or still are, 
barriers that prevented advancement and business ownership.  What is your take on that history, 
and do you see benefits that could come from discussing that history? 
a. Do you think there are storytelling opportunities that could shed light on that history and 
benefit coastal communities of color?   
 
 
7. Do you think that the rich history of the industry could be considered within management 
structures and industry policies? 
a. Are there examples of agriculture policies or land management decisions that could be 
examined as a comparison? 
 
 
8. How would you go about exploring and identifying opportunities for food justice within the 
oyster industry? 
a. What are the lessons learned from the terrestrial food justice movement that could be 
applied to the mid-Atlantic oyster industry? 
 
 
9. What might you imagine as Food Justice goals for the oyster industry? 
 
 
10. What other opportunities within food justice, specifically related to the Mid-Atlantic oyster 
industry come to mind? 
 
 
11. What challenges might pop up during exploration of this concept?    




12. Can you recommend anyone else to speak with about this topic? 




13. What else should we keep in mind as we move forward with our research?  
a. Who else should we talk to about this research?  
i. Could you provide an introduction or contact information? 
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